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The only thing worse than being talked about is not being talked about.
-Oscar Wilde-
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Introduction

My participation during the early 1990’s in a quantitative and qualitative research
study on the behavior of young gay men conducted by the University of California-San
Francisco/Center for AIDS Prevention Studies began a fascination with the behavior of
gay men in social surroundings. The study, which was focused on a target group of gay
men between the ages of 18-28 reached a number of conclusions, several of which
pointed to the fact that gay men at the upper end of the stated range tended to center their
social activities on bars, while younger men under the legal drinking age had virtually no
outlets for socializing with gay men of any age category. The focus on bars for those of
legal drinking age generally stemmed from a paucity of social outlets within our culture
geared toward providing a supportive and nonjudgmental arena in which gay men felt
safe to pursue both their sexual and lifestyle commitments. This was in direct contrast to
the perceived normative, heterosexual world, in which the process of socializing with
other heterosexuals leading to dating, sexual liaison, and the possibility for deep
emotional ties with friends and potential mates was carried out in literally every public
domain.
This concept, often referred to as “heterosexual privilege”1 has been studied at
some length. What has not been thoroughly researched is the way in which gay men, as
they age and continue to conduct lives contained by the restraints of the dominant
society, utilize the institution of the gay bar as a lifelong focal point of social
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construction. This paper will examine the way in which the gay bar has been used
historically, and how it continues to be used as a nexus for constructing the social
realities of mature gay men. More specifically, it will delve into the experiences of 14
gay men, aged 33-75, who frequent the gay bar called Clementine’s in Saint Louis,
Missouri.
Research into the topic of gay bars in general yielded a dearth of publications.
The authoritative and oft quoted work on this subject is an article dedicated to the
assessment of the gay bar within the gay subculture. “The Development of the
Homosexual Bar as an Institution,” by Nancy Achilles, was written in 1967, two years
before the Stonewall Riots, and six years before homosexuality was officially removed
from the DSM II as a mental disorder. The article is outdated in many respects. A great
deal of attention is devoted within the text of the article to the continuation of police
action directed at the gay community and gay bars in particular, including but not limited
to police raids, which simply no longer occur. The article is, however, the first written
that discusses the homosexual bar as a central feature in the structuring of gay culture and
served to further the move of social scientists to study gay life in a more social and less
clinical manner, making extensive use of interviews and field observations.
Achilles states, ”…that all institutions have their origin in deviance,”2 as until
there is a need for fulfillment arising from, but not met by the status quo, there will be no
institution springing forth. She continues by stating that three potential alternatives are

2

Nancy Achilles. “The Development of the Homosexual Bar as an Institution.” In Social Perspectives in
Lesbian and Gay Studies: A Reader. Eds. Peter M. Nardi and Ken Plummer. (New York:
Routledge, 1998), pg. 175.

3

open to the deviant3 that is dissatisfied with his environment: continuation of
participation in the existing environment which is less painful than deviance or alienation
but leads to immense frustration, alteration of environment through affiliation with others
who share dissatisfaction leading to either formation of a subculture or the joining of an
extant subculture, or complete alienation from his environment. Building upon this
theme, she states that if the second course is adopted, the deviant will find,
“…legitimization for his deviance and satisfaction for his socio-emotional needs.”4 There
are however socio-economic needs which must also be met and continuing to rely upon
normative methods and institutions to fulfill these needs leaves the individual
compromised and therefore leads to the establishment of new institutions to fulfill those
needs:
When such an institution is established, the individual may remain completely and
comfortably within his subculture, maintaining only minimal ties with the larger society.
The goods and services provided by the bar are well adapted to the needs of the
homosexual Community. Its most important service is the provision of a setting in which
social interaction may occur; without such a place to congregate, the group would cease
to be a group.5

Achilles examines several reasons that he bar so effectively serves its intended
purpose. First, she asserts that participation in the Community is largely a leisure time
activity, for which the diversions of alcohol and gay oriented entertainment are
particularly well suited. Second, “an essential service which this institution must render is
to permit yet control, the formation of sexual relationships.”6 These actions, carried out in
a quasi-private space unlike the park, the street, etc., and executed within a framework of
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societally accepted norms and mores, lends an air of “respectability” which serves to
lessen the anxiety of the participants. Finally, she states that the institution required must
fulfill the need to be flexible with a degree on anonymity and segregation from the larger
populace. The bar serves this purpose well, as it may open, close, and then open again
elsewhere with little change. The fact that it is a quasi-public space allows for a great deal
of security within its confines, but: “…becomes both the center of the private activities
for the Community and its liaison with the larger society.”7
Achilles goes on to discuss in greater length the effects of police actions and raids
that were a very real part of pre-Stonewall life, when the article was written. As Achilles
states: “Homosexuals, subject to pressure from law enforcement agencies, require a
gathering place which is mobile and flexible as possible, that is, a place which can open,
close, and open again without great alteration or loss.”8 Of particular interest is the way
sex and illegality is played up in this particular article. Most of this has changed, allowing
bars, once the target of police raids, to function in a more or less unmolested fashion. The
absence of police pressure on bars has also allowed them to stay in one place, lending an
enhanced air of legitimacy as age solidifies their position as an institution. This is a
radical change from the world reported on by Achilles. Regardless of the change in
political atmosphere, it is interesting that the participants used in her ethnographic
research touch on many of the same themes in regard to frequenting a gay bar as
respondents of today. Other rationales listed by Achilles for gay men to attend particular
gay bars are: geographic locations, bartenders who draw a particular and very loyal
clientele, the physical layout and aesthetic qualities of the bar, the personality or
7
8
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character of the bar drawn from its catering to specific subgroups within the subculture,
or the client base of the bar.
A second work, Other Voices: The Style of a Male Homosexual Tavern by
Kenneth E. Read, was the only other reference located that is entirely dedicated to the
study of gay men within a bar environment. Read’s ethnographic study, published
in1980, examines a gay tavern bearing the pseudonym Columbia in the also renamed,
Port City, which, in reality is either Portland, Oregon or Seattle, Washington. The fact
that Read believed he needed to change the name of both the bar, and the city in which it
was located, is testament to the social and political status of homosexuals in this country
as recently as 30 years ago.
According to Read, the Columbia was chosen, as it was a gay bar catering to a
broad ethnic mix of, “blacks, whites, Filipinos, Latinos, Native Americans and Asian
Americans,” almost all of whom were: “…socially and economically disadvantaged,
earning the minimum wage when they are employed and otherwise living by their wits or
on welfare and social security.”9 Read uses the double pariah status of his participants,
namely gay and underprivileged, to ground his observations and inevitably lead to his
discussion of the activities he finds within the bar in the context of, “Jean Genet’s
metaphor of ‘a hall of mirrors’.”10 As Read states in his introduction: “My thesis is that
they [activities, behaviors] are essentially ritual enactments of heterosexual myths of
homosexuals, using deliberate distortions to disvalue the ‘truth’ of the myths and, through
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a process of refractions, thereby communicating and intensifying the homosexual’s
existential experience of inclusion and exclusion.”11
Closely linked with this inclusive/exclusive, insider/outsider binary is a trend
within the gay community noted by both Read and Achilles. According to Achilles, “The
gay world is one marked by a galaxy of social types, each one comprising a subgroup
within the Community. Often a bar will cater to one particular subgroup...”12 The idea of
a splintered gay demimonde is also given voice in Read:
The territories – principally bars, taverns and steam baths – differ greatly in salient
characteristics – in what is offered or permitted on the premises; in the age and
socioeconomic class of their clientele; in their “encouragement” of interethnic mixing.
They are often “mutually exclusive,” presenting a particular homosexual image that
excludes those who do not conform to the valued mode of self-presentation…

Central to the observations of Read at the Columbia is the tendency of patrons to
remain largely anonymous to one another. Read notes that patrons are generally known to
one another only by first name, or even more ambiguously by nicknames, “The basic
anonymity of the tavern is expressed most obviously in the practice of using first names
only...The lore of the tavern gives institutionalized protection against the invasion of
privacy, and the first names exchanged are often aliases that are altered subsequently to
fit a new image.”13 He further notes a disinclination among patrons to know much, if
anything about the lives of other patrons outside the bar context. What he does not seem
able to dissect is whether this propensity for anonymity is more closely allied with the
patron’s homosexuality, or the class distinctions of peripherality and criminality specific
to patrons of the Columbia in the late 1970’s.
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Historically, it should be noted that the intervening 30+ years between the studies
of Achilles and Read, and the present, have been marked by the formation and many
victories of the Gay Liberation movement. During this period there has been a strong and
concerted effort to assert validity for a gay way of life and in fact, build a cohesive gay
identity. The possibilities for the rise of such a movement are commented on by Read,
“…the national population of homosexuals – male and female – is as diffusely
interrelated as those who smoke or drink coffee or tea…of all minorities in the United
States, homosexuals seem the least likely to organize successfully on a national level.”14
Questions therefore arise as to how relevant the conclusions of these studies may be for
an evaluation historically placed following the successes of just such a movement.
As previously mentioned however, available literature on the topic of gay men
and their interaction with bars is in woefully short supply. Of the handful of books
located that were dedicated specifically to the topic of aging and the homosexual male,
most made only the most cursory reference to gay bars as a continuing factor in gay
men’s lives. The following excerpt will give a general feeling for the extent to which the
issue is addressed and the overall conclusion reached by the reviewed volumes:
The specific types of community involvement of older lesbian and gay
respondents was studied by Quam and Whitford (1992) as well as other researchers:
1. Bars: Over the past two months prior to the study by Quam and Whitford
(1992), men (47.5 percent) were significantly more likely to visit a bar
than women (23.1 percent) This included 35 percent of all participants.
Gray and Dressel (1985) found that older gay men did not visit bars as
often as younger gay men. They tended, instead, to participate more in
parties with private groups of friends. Although many older gay men
studied by L.B. Brown et al. (2001) reported going to gay bars, they also
reported feeling out of place because of age.15
14
15
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Though the general data supplied by these studies is interesting on its own merit, it does
seem odd that results referring to, “many older gay men,” or 47.5%, do not bear further,
detailed investigation. Why would the actions and the underlying rationales of a
significant number of participants be utterly ignored?
Only one work, The Changing World of Gay Men by Peter Robinson, attempted a
systematic evaluation of the way in which gay men have structured identity correlated
with generational differences. Robinson discusses the way in which gay men participate
in what he calls the “scene,” and how this varies for men in three different age cohorts.
The age cohorts utilized by Robinson correspond roughly with their age of maturation,
for Robinson roughly 20-25 years of age, and how this places them in relation to the
phases of gay liberation. The term “old cohort” was used for men who would now, based
on the year of the study in 2002, be aged 68-77, placing them “pre-liberation” at
maturation. The “middle cohort,” aged 48-67, places them at maturation at the height of
the gay liberation movement and the “young cohort,” aged 30-47 at maturation “postliberation,” a time marked by the spread of HIV, a much more public face to
homosexuality and a vacillation between growing public acceptance and backlash.
The “scene,” for Robinson, “…now comprises bars, pubs, discothèques, clubs and
sex venues, among others.”16 He further states of the scene that, “Its primary purpose is
as a sexual market for young and youthful men.”17 Robinson’s general premise regarding
the “scene” is, “…age determines most gay men’s engagement with the scene: as men
grow older, the scene appeals less to them and has less to offer them. Its social practices
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are for young or youthful men. This is consistent with other published research.”18
Crucial for this study is that all of Robinson’s cohorts are represented in the interview
pool from Clementine’s, with the majority falling within the confines of the “middle” and
“old” cohorts. The men from Clementine’s however, are obviously engaged with the
“scene” as defined by Robinson.
In reviewing the goals for this study, there were two principal research questions
that I wished to examine. First, how and why do gay men use a bar as a nexus for social
activities? Second, and more specifically, how and why do mature gay men use
Clementine’s, a gay bar in Saint Louis, Missouri, to craft their social lives? In forming
these questions, there was some sense that some gay men, once having found the gay bar,
continued across the course of their lives, to exercise their social energies within a bar
context, often within a particular establishment that becomes a social networking nexus.
If this is indeed the case, has the way in which these gay men create social lives in and
around Clementine’s differed over the course of their lives?
In the first chapter of this thesis, Space, I will undertake to give the reader a clear
understanding of the spatial dynamics of the gay bar Clementine’s. I will attempt to lay
out the various zones of the bar and its immediate environs, as well as the activities
typically associated with each of these areas in an attempt to create a clear picture in the
reader’s mind of what the physical bar is to its patrons. Embedded in this discussion is an
indication that what the bar is spatially is directly tied to the time frame during which the
bar is being used. In other words, the character and function of the bar morphs over the
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course of a typical day as patrons, whose attendance is temporally specific, shift the bar
to suit their needs.
The second chapter, People, attempts an examination of the rationales and
motivations of the patrons of Clementine’s. The chapter takes a close look at what drives
gay men to a bar in the first place, and begins an examination of precisely what keeps
them coming back. Relative to this is the concept, well documented in the interviews, of a
need by these men to locate and socialize with “People just like me.” Conceptually tied
directly to these issues is a concept also drawn directly from participant interviews,
namely the interpretation and construction of the term “family”. For a discussion on this
issue, I turn to Kath Weston whose work has documented the paradigm shift in the
structured meaning of “family” that has taken place over the last several decades.
Weston’s seminal work on the topic, Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship, quite
skillfully lays out the genesis of the expansion of meaning as well as the different
permutations of meaning the construct family now carries.
This expansion, or revision of exactly what comprises a family in contemporary
society raises a final series of related questions, which are addressed in the final chapter,
Issues. In this chapter I will attempt to examine the fractures, recognized by Achilles,
Read, and others, that exist within the bar context. Questions of sexual orientation, race,
class, age and individuality are raised in an effort to explore how these classifications,
ubiquitous within the society as a whole, affect the construction of an overarching
homosexual “community” or “family” within a public space, and how they in turn
contribute to, or detract from a space that is constructed by the patrons for, “people just
like me.”
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Chapter 1. Space

Clementine’s, opened in 1978, is the oldest continually operated gay bar in St.
Louis. As I shall discuss later, the double entente of chronologically oldest gay bar and
gay bar with perhaps the oldest clientele is consciously elided. It is located at 2001
Menard St. in the district of St. Louis called Soulard, which is one of the oldest surviving
neighborhoods in St. Louis with homes dating from the mid to late 19th century. Soulard
was laid out in the 1840’s with a grid system of streets and very narrow lots by a largely
French contingent of the local population, which had stayed south of the city following
the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. The area was built in a decidedly European style by
primarily European immigrants that flooded into St. Louis throughout the late 1800’s,
using the ubiquitous red brick that came to symbolize St. Louis following the devastating
fire of 1849.19
Typical of many urban areas throughout the U.S., urban flight following WWII
drained the area of inhabitants and vitality such that, by the 1970’s the area had become a
genuine slum. Following a well-established pattern also found throughout urban areas
globally, it was into this fringe that homosexuals were drawn and gay bars opened.
Renewed interest in the area led to a period of rehabilitation and gentrification that
extended throughout the 1980’s and continues to this day.
Soulard is to St. Louis what the French Quarter is to New Orleans. This is not an
arbitrary comparison. Soulard hosts St. Louis’ Mardi Gras Parade, a Bastille Days
celebration in the fall, and their accompanying street parties. Clementine’s has survived
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in this environment due largely to the substantial gay population, which flocked to the
area during gentrification, the laissez faire attitude of the inhabitants in general, and the
aforementioned Mardi Gras celebration. Mardi Gras weekend is critical to many of the
bars in Soulard. I have been informed by a bar owner in Soulard, that a single outdoor
vending tent can gross $ 500,000.00 over the course of the two weekends that comprise
the entire festivity, this being both the traditional Mardi Gras Parade and the Mystic
Krewe of Barkus Parade, a.k.a. the dog parade, always held the weekend prior to the
main parade. Even allowing for a certain level of exaggeration in the figures, he was most
emphatic when insisting that many bar owners could literally close for the other weeks of
the year and survive from these sales alone.
Clementine’s sits on the corner of Allen and Menard. The building is a threestorey Federal brick structure fronted by a broad brick walkway directly adjacent to the
front door. Projecting from the second floor is a wrought iron balcony added three years
ago. It does add to the French colonial feel of the structure and ties the building to others
in the neighborhood, which often sport similar exterior structures. It also provides a space
from which the owner and other VIPs, accompanied by the buff and scantily clad
Jägermeister boys, can throw beads to the begging and exhibitionist throngs assembled in
the street following the annual Mardi Gras parade.
In the spring, summer and early fall the paved expanse in front of Clementine’s
hosts three patio tables and several outdoor chairs into which patrons spill throughout the
late afternoon and early evening in an effort to escape the noise and smoke of the
crowded interior. The vantage allows those present a clear view of all comers and goers
to the bar proper and the remove from the noise of the interior makes this space an ideal

13

one for conversation. It is here that a cadre of “regulars” can be found in nightly seasonal
attendance, lounging and drinking in the shade created by several mature trees located at
the curb. Most often the tables are drawn together and the chairs are arranged in a ring
with all participants facing the interior. Generally this is an exceptionally collective
enterprise. Only infrequently is a smaller group pulled away from the primary group and
involved in their own conversation. The space is typically occupied by as many as 18-24
men though the number seems to hover more consistently around 16, which is
coincidentally the number of chairs. The group is very fluid as men enter and leave the
group either fetching drinks, requiring the restroom or simply working their way inside to
join other groups located within.
This space and its coterie are typically ruled over by Elliot, the queen bee, a 71year-old gay man who has lived in and around Soulard for his entire life. In his own
words:
I guess in a way, well, people kid me, or kid other people, that I’m out there leading my
group…But you know, I enjoy doing that. It’s easier if somebody is lonely and wants to
talk to somebody, it’s easier for them to come out and, and be available than it is in the
bar <where it> looks like I’m, uh, cruising, you know, looking for a good lay…So it’s
easier for them to come out and sit down next to me and then we become new best
friends.

Elliot greets virtually every new comer with the query, “How big is your dick?” The
responses vary from blushing silence, to self-deprecating protestations of inadequacy
usually accompanied by laughter or ironic winks to, with surprising frequency, an
exhibition of the member inquired after. It has never in my observations been greeted by
outrage or shocked indignation. Oddly, this rather blatant sexually motivated question
seems most often to break the tension a newcomer might feel and seems further to inform
the assembled on the general disposition of the newcomer.

14

Aside from the sporadic intrusion and introductory rituals of strangers, most of
the front walk inhabitants are well known to one another. Conversation seems to flow
between general inquiry after the well being of the participants, discussions of social
activities that take place outside the context of the bar to very specific queries after the
health and well being of mutual friends not present. If a “regular” of this group has not
been seen in some time, speculation on the reasons for absence are fielded and typically
one of the group will volunteer to check in on the errant to insure his well being,
encourage his renewed presence and report back to the group on results. It is clear from
the conversations that the relatively anonymous, first name only encounters experienced
by Read in Other Voices is not the rule here. These men are well acquainted with the
specifics of each other’s lives, extending to familiarity with both biological families and
chosen families, which will be discussed further later in the thesis.
As conversation advances, the topics are invariably centered on either relationship
status updates, dating woes or the sexual exploits of those congregated. Great pleasure
seems to be had by all when the single members of the group recount in great detail the
series of events that comprise their latest sexual encounters. Partnered men almost never
discuss their own sex lives in these roundtables, either their sex lives with their partners
or “extramarital”. These topics are broached, but they seem to be discussed in much
smaller groups of intimates or one on one. All conversation is liberally laced with sexual
innuendo and double entente that seems to reinforce the “insider” quality that binds all of
these men together.
What seems strikingly clear about these men is their degree of comfort with
themselves, their friends and their environment. All the topics discussed speak of great

15

familiarity. In addition, the fact that they are content to discuss and joke about extremely
sexual topics while seated outdoors on a public walk in the front of a known gay bar
located in a heavily residential district speaks to the men themselves, the neighborhood as
a whole and an increased societal tolerance of homosexuality that may help account for
the disparities between the observations at this bar, in this time, and those of Read at the
Columbia. Casual passersby both gay and straight, either headed to Clementine’s, the
Bastille, another gay bar down the street, or simply going about their daily routine are
often greeted by the enthusiastic observation of Elliot, “Nice Ass!” accompanied by the
rolling of his long term partner’s eyes. When questioned about the decorum of such a
statement Elliot unwaveringly responds: “I think everybody would like to think they have
a nice ass, don’t you?”
The interior of the bar is a distinctly different space than the front walk. [see
Illustration 1] Entering from the street one is temporarily blinded by the change in light
levels, the interior being very dim. Dark stained wood panels clad the walls from floor to
ceiling, excepting the south exposed brick wall which divides Clementine’s from the Oh
My Darlin’ café. Close inspection reveals that the paneling of the space is comprised of
off-the-rack mouldings and sheets of inexpensive pine plywood, some still bearing the
inked stamps of origination. This wall treatment apparently dates to the mid-80’s when
the bar went through its own internal gentrification, morphing from what had been a
Leather/Levi bar into its current incarnation. Artwork in the space is predominantly
framed annual Mardi Gras and Gay Pride posters from years past, a large framed outdoor
photo of an enormous Clementine’s Mardi Gras crowd, shot from the balcony, and
several neon beer signs. Several video screens and a Keno screen further festoon the

16
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walls. Unlike other gay bars in St. Louis the video screens are almost always tuned to
Oprah, Jeopardy and Soap Operas in the late afternoon and after 5:00 are switched to
either local news or CNN. Only in the late afternoon can audio be heard from one or
more of these screens as inevitably the jukebox commands the audible space
simultaneous with the appearance of news channels.
Seasonal décor is often added as well, particularly for Christmas, Halloween,
Valentine’s Day and of course, Mardi Gras. During Mardi Gras a large rack, suspended
from the ceiling is used to vend a collection of beads most of which carry explicitly gay
and drug related themes. Strings of tiny penises, interlocked male symbols, marihuana
leaves, over-sized Viagra tablets and rainbow hued balls in various sizes form the core of
the collection. Particularly popular are the rainbow strands with beads the size of
Christmas ornaments. Patrons sporting this fashion accoutrement inevitably draw a
chorus of response from others with statements like: “Nice Balls!” and, “Ooohhh! May I
fondle your enormous balls?” These comments and multiple variations on the theme,
heard over the course of years, amount to something of a ritual and are typical of the
sexual double entente heard at Clementine’s throughout the year.
Double-headed copper ceiling fans rotate from the ends of copper rods suspended
from a ceiling painted a deep crimson. The fans do a mediocre job of conditioning the air
within the space and I believe are more intentioned for the redistribution of cigarette
smoke which can become cloyingly thick. The sparse lighting in the bar emanates from
three large bronze wall-mounted carriage lights on the north wall, a large rectangular
Budweiser light suspended over the pool table, the few beer related neon signs mentioned
earlier, and a few low wattage cans located in the ceiling. The low lying smoke, the deep
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red ceiling and pockets of light interspersed with decidedly dark spaces between,
combines to form a room that resembles nothing so much as clusters of men huddled
around campfires in the late hours of dusk just before the onset of full night.
The single, roughly square room of Clementine’s is dominated by the central
roughly square bar that allows patrons access from four sides and a corner canted to
allow minimal passage around the projecting wall of a liquor storage room. [See Diagram
1] The dark wood bar is heavily lacquered, though years of nervous or outright drunken
fidgeting have caused the varnish to wear in several places, exposing the raw, though still
dark walnut beneath. Equally worn wooden bar height stools surround the bar with two
opposed areas left vacant as alleys for non-seated patrons to access the bartenders who
circulate within the central void of the cube.
Interviewees questioned on the specifics of why they choose to frequent
Clementine’s often mentioned the roughly quadrilateral arrangement of the bar as a prime
motivation. From a bar-side vantage on all but the east face, a patron can easily command
a view of virtually the entire space, particularly the front door and those who enter and
depart through it. Joseph, 75, “You know honey, I’ve been in a lot of bars but in
Clementine’s, because of its shape, you can see everyone and who they’re talkin’ to. You
know, after Clem’s did it, all the gay bars in St. Louis have pretty much done it since.”
On the east face, the paradigm is slightly different as those seated on this side are
often seated facing away from the bar in order to observe the activity at the pool table.
Inevitably the corners of the bar are the first seats occupied with the straight rows
between commonly being filled only after all corners are taken. These corners seem to
allow pairs, triads or larger groups to face one another more easily than the straight runs.
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Almost all agree that the arrangement has drawbacks, particularly the extremely tight
traffic way caused at the southwest corner where the cant is insufficient to the purpose of
preventing congestion. The resulting space, undesirable to most patrons has become the
preferred roost for another clique of “regulars” who seem to have colonized it as “their
space.”
The flooring throughout the space is a dingy, scuffed vinyl composite tile of a
nondescript beige hue that I have seen used in virtually every public elementary school
and government office building I have entered. Coupled with the cheap pine plywood
panels, it speaks to the economy with which the revamping was handled and one has the
distinct feeling that it would appear grimy even directly following the nightly mopping
that I know it receives. Certainly following a day of heavy traffic it is not unusual for the
shoes of patrons to make exceedingly disturbing sounds as the soles of their shoes
attempt to disengage from whatever substances coat the surface. A patinated brass foot
rail mounted to the floor enfolds the perimeter of the bar primarily for the use of patrons
who choose to stand intermingled with the seated.
As suggested above, patrons are typically situated around this bar singly, in pairs,
in triads, or in a continuous string. Single patrons in this bar are not the rule. Typically
they are discovered to be either awaiting the arrival of a friend/friends or are rapidly
approached by one of the “regulars” and drawn into conversation. The loner alcoholics
focused on their drink and their misery reported by Read at the Columbia are marked by
their absence early in the day and throughout the evening. On occasion, persons matching
this description may be found here late at night approaching closing, but even this is a
rarity. Though extreme intoxication can be witnessed frequently, the offender is generally

20

part of a group that shields him, and when asked by the staff, accompanies him safely
from the premises. In the event that none of his friends can be drafted to the task, the
typical response is bartender intervention which includes calling a cab for the inebriated
and escorting them, not roughly but with quiet compassion and very little fuss to the
vehicle once it arrives. Some joking and laughter may accompany the patron as he exits,
but it is always merry and accompanied by knowing glances between the remaining
revelers as if they are well aware that it could be them, and might well have been them, at
some other time.
Pairs, though more frequently witnessed are not the general rule either as the
environment of the bar encourages a conviviality that is most often shared with larger
groups. Pairings do occur however, and when they do they seem to inspire a respectful
distancing by other bar patrons who recognize the unspoken cues of two people drawn
closely to the bar, leaning in towards each other with heads separated by very little
distance. It is only when their postures open that others may approach. Interestingly, this
seems to be a temporal equation as well, in that observations taken later in the night and
moving toward closing seem to indicate that pairs do in fact increase in incidence much
as do the singles noted above.
It should be noted at this point that conversation in the bar proper is often quite
difficult. A coin operated jukebox near the restrooms mentioned earlier plays a never
ending stream of music chosen by the clientele from about 5:00 pm until closing at 1:00
am. The following is a playlist kept over the course of an hour and a half during a
weekday Happy Hour. It is fairly typical of music played on a daily basis by patrons of
Clementine’s:
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Song
Bad Influence
Believe
Dance Remix
Control
If U Seek Amy
Womanizer
Don't Stop Believin’
Fight for Your Right
No Sleep ‘Til Brooklyn
Unknown
If I Could Turn Back Time
Highway to Hell
Unknown
Get Ready for This
Hot N Cold
Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go
Girls Just Want to Have Fun
Let’s Go Crazy
I’m So Excited
Manic (from Flashdance)
Break the Ice
I Want Candy
Heart of Glass
Prom Night Dumpster Baby

Artist
Pink
Cher
Unknown
Janet Jackson
Britney Spears
Britney Spears
Journey
Beastie Boys
Beastie Boys
Unknown
Cher
AC/DC
Unknown
2 Unlimited
Katy Perry
Wham
Cyndi Lauper
Prince
The Pointer Sisters
Michael Sembello
Britney Spears
Bow Wow Wow
Blondie
From Family Guy Episode

The volume for this equipment is set at a high level, which slowly escalates over the
course of the evening culminating in an altogether cacophonous din. Conversation
between patrons is often difficult and forces a close proximity simply to discern what is
being said, a proximity which must be increased as the evening gives way to night and
inevitably early morning. This seems to be tied directly to the temporally shifting
purposes of the bar over the course of the day, a topic which shall be addressed further
later in this thesis.
The perimeter of the space is occupied by a pool table at the east end of the bar
directly adjacent to the entrance. As noted earlier, the patrons occupying bar stools on
the east face of the bar are often oriented toward the action of the pool table rather than
facing the bar as is typical in all other quadrants. Interaction here becomes something of a
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free-for-all as players face a running commentary on the skill, or shortcomings of their
game, often elided with conclusions on the participant’s masculinity or sexual prowess.
Every Sunday afternoon, in association with the Beer Bust, a weekly event that offers all
the beer one can drink from 11:00 am until 5:00 pm for $ 6.00, the bar hosts a pool
tournament with a small cash prize and bragging rights for the week.
Pool is an interesting game in this bar in that the sticks, balls and rack all become
rich fodder for a ritualized game of innuendo rife with sexual overtones. Often the
innuendo evolves into elaborate pantomimes mimicking the sexual acts of sodomy or
fellatio. The positions assumed by the players, hunched over the table, buttocks thrown
out exaggeratedly in mock or very real signals of availability, are yet another facet
incorporated into the ritual. The fact that an insufficient space has been allowed to the
pool table often requires patrons seated in the stools facing the bar to either move for a
specific shot or more commonly, suffer a buttocks forced into their crotch generally
accompanied by further pantomime and the elated hooting of those assembled. I have
observed that when younger men looking for “sugar daddies”20 or “hustlers”21 are in the
bar, it is around the pool table that they inevitably congregate. They are often easily
recognizable as most of them arrive sans underwear such that during a game various parts
of their anatomy are readily discernable.
Two standing arcade-style games, specifically a Ms. Pac Man and League
Bowling, stand on the east wall adjacent to the pool area and next to two electronic, softtipped dart machines that sit in the southeast corner. None of these games regularly draw
the attention of the large crowds of onlookers that pool receives. The dart boards are
20

Sugar Daddies are older men who provide money or gifts to younger men in exchange for
companionship or sex.
21
Hustlers are men who sell sex, typically to older men.
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usually occupied in the late afternoon through the early evening, particularly the one
adjacent to the south wall. The southern-most dart board grants players sole possession of
the ledge that houses the popcorn machine, providing a place to set dart cases, ashtrays,
cigarette packs, and 1.5 liter carafes of beer which are $ 3.00 from 1:00 pm until 6:00 pm
during the week. It further also allows for a place to casually lean while awaiting one’s
throw and practically requires that you speak to everyone who arrives to load up on
popcorn. Further explaining the preference for the southern dart board is the fact that
Cricket, by far the most popular game played on the machines, is a quarter a game while
the machine next to it is fifty cents. No one is quite sure why but insiders have quietly
agreed not to inform the ownership. A St. Louis gay dart league was formed in St. Louis
several years ago, with several gay bars sponsoring teams that compete during a regular
season. Participating bars host league matches in a rotation that brings the games to each
bar approximately once a month. On these nights and only these nights, darts draws the
crowd typically associated with pool.
Interestingly, apart from failing to draw the large crowds associated with pool,
dart players also fail to regularly inspire the deluge of sexually suggestive comments that
pool players draw. Occasional quips about “thrusting your shaft at the tiny red hole,” can
be heard, but this is about the limit of suggestive creativity. One wonders if the temper of
each game is significantly responsible. Darts is a game played fully erect, in an active
almost aggressive position, with hand drawn back poised to release a projectile at a
target. Pool is played, as indicated earlier, bent over the table in a position gay men
associate with the passive role while a stick, gripped firmly in one hand is stroked
methodically back and forth across the other until a moment of release when the tip
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strikes the cue ball. It is in fact the case that virtually all sexually oriented humor
specifically observed among gay men is focused on the passive, or “Bottom” role.
As for the arcade games, League bowling is very infrequently played and Ms. Pac
Man I have never seen being played. Both inevitably end up serving as a resting place for
the coats of pool players during winter months or a tenuous resting place for cocktails at
other times. This area also serves as the pressure release valve for the bar as it becomes
ever more crowded over the course of an evening. Those unable to find another place to
stand after all the seats at the bar have been taken, and all the standing room has been
filled, inevitably end up here much to the chagrin of both pool and dart players. As there
are typically far fewer dart players, they generally surrender, such that by around 6:00
pm, every night of the week, the boards have been abandoned. Pool, on the other hand, is
played throughout the night.
The ledge on the south wall which houses the self-service popcorn machine also
plays host to a bar top machine offering a collection of games. Two additional bar top
games are located within the space, one on the east end of the bar, the other located on a
bar height round table pushed against the west wall between the restrooms and adjacent
to the jukebox. These games are often occupied by single men as they await the arrival of
others or by pairs who huddle together and play jointly. By far the most popular game
played is a contest in which two virtually identical images of nude, very well built men in
suggestive poses are presented and one is expected to discover the seven minimal
differences that exist between the photos. The game seems to encapsulate and encourage
the ubiquitous undercurrent of voyeurism that is constantly at work within Clementine’s.
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The entrance to the Oh My Darlin’ Café is located in the southwest corner of the
bar area. The café is a somewhat awkward space being quite long and narrow. Exposed
brick walls on the north and south dominate the dining room, with a partial height
partition screening the server’s station and extremely small kitchen to the west. The east
wall is covered with the same plywood, as Clementine’s proper, though stained a
noticeably lighter shade. The walls are festooned with Mardi Gras prints and some rather
dramatic mask/feather/bead agglomerations, which are difficult to expound upon so I
shall simply state that I once heard them described as the skin of a drag queen. The floor
is covered with unremarkable and rather worn carpet of a grayish field with dark gray
polka dots layed out in a tight and regular grid. The room holds 10 tables, a mix of four
tops and two tops, with seating for 30-36 comprised of worn wood chairs and a black
vinyl upholstered bench seat on both the north and south walls. Lighting in this space, in
keeping with the lighter shade of stain on the plywood panels, is at a much higher level,
evenly distributed throughout the room and sourced from track and enormous 1970’s
style track heads, all of which was once white and is now stained a yellowish color
normally found on the teeth of smokers.
Chef Bubbles, an extremely large gay man in perhaps his late 40’s, and Vicki, an
elderly African American woman in her late 60’s, oversee the café. The menu is greatly
reflective of a bent toward Southern comfort food with items like fried shrimp, chicken
potpie, and New York Strip steaks grilled in copious quantities of butter. The food is
often erratic, being quite tasty one night and bordering on inedible the next. Bubbles,
contrary to his name, is quite taciturn and does not care for criticism, the result of which
is the quiet comping of menu items by the wait staff on his off nights.
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Despite all of this, Oh My Darlins’ is consistently packed, night after night, often
with long wait times. On virtually any night of the week, several of the “happy hour
regulars” at Clementine’s can be seen talking to the hostess to try and wrangle a table. In
interview after interview, no one seems to be able to specify exactly why this might be
other than the rather vague assertions that it is after all quite convenient, relatively
inexpensive and who wants to go home and cook after a few cocktails. I suspect a few of
the “regulars” may well view it as a commodious place in which to sober up before the
trek home. The fact remains however, that steady streams of patrons who have not been
tippling at the bar also come strolling through the bar headed for dinner or Sunday
brunch.
It should also be mentioned that on Saturday and Sunday afternoons, and many
holidays, in addition to the drink specials that bring an even larger than usual crowd to
Clementine’s, the bar serves a free late lunch buffet at 3:30 pm to all its patrons, just
when the liquor has begun to make them a little peckish. Granted, the food is nothing
exotic. On holidays like Labor or Memorial day, Clementine’s hosts a pig roast which is
wonderful, but more typical menus may include chicken salad, croissants, potato chips,
and slaw or grilled burgers, baked beans and potato salad. Perhaps this beneficence, and
the fact that Oh My Darlins’ is one of the only gay restaurants in St Louis, helps account
for its popularity.
A door in the narrow hallway on the west wall adjacent to the restroom leads to an
outdoor, brick-paved patio space. A wood privacy fence that blocks the view of the patio
from surrounding spaces surrounds the area. The only view of this space is from the
upper floors of the bordering building to the west, which serves as a gay B&B, The St.
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Louis Guesthouse. A satellite bar built of broken marble chunks, several outdoor tables of
bar height, and raised built-in wood benches comprise the accoutrement of the space. It is
here, in the summers, that the wet jockey shorts contests are held.
The space is used mainly on the weekends whenever it is warm enough to do so.
As a weekend space, the crowd drawn to the back patio tends to be “weekend regulars,” a
slightly different crowd that includes a younger clientele drawn particularly on Sunday
afternoons by the “Beer Bust” and the fact very few other gay venues are open at this
time. For this reason, the space draws mixed reactions among the “regulars”. More on
this disparity will be discussed in the third chapter. For now, let us just say that, mixed
reactions or not, the back patio gets packed.
There are two restrooms in the space. The first is an ADA unisex restroom with a
single commode, a sink and a lockable door. Screwed to the exterior of the door is a sign
stating that only one occupant will be allowed at a time, perhaps the only rule at
Clementine’s that I have seen strictly and routinely enforced. The second is a small room
containing a hand sink and six very closely spaced urinals with no partitions between. In
fact, if the standard spacing for urinals is 6-12 inches, and it is, these are spaced at 4
inches providing no “straight space”22. This room possesses a door that is perpetually
propped open and is also clad in wood boiserie much like the rest of the bar. The usage of
this restroom follows a well choreographed, but complex pattern that I shall attempt to
relate. [See Illustration 2]

22

Straight space is a disparaging term used often by gay men, for the space required between hypermasculine men. For instance, it indicates that men must have one urinal between them unless there
are only two, or that men sitting in the back seat of a car, in movie theater seats, etc., must have a
woman between.
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In the days when Clementine’s actually published their monthly newsletter it was
always placed in the frame on the back wall. This usually led to #6 being the first urinal
taken as you could simply turn to the left and read it while urinating. The last newsletter
published was in August 2008. It is still located in the frame, but everyone has seen it
now for months and it is no longer of any interest. As such, the first occupied urinal is
now either #3 or #6. If #6 is occupied, the second urinal taken is #3; if #3 is occupied, the
second is #6. The third urinal to be occupied is inevitably #4. The fourth occupied, which
is rare and only happens on very crowded days, is #1, right next to the door. Urinal #2
and #5 are typically only occupied if the urinal directly adjacent is already occupied and
it is further the intent of the new occupant to espy the penis of the person next to them,
which at Clementine’s is generally only done by very drunk patrons, or someone with
whom you are already well acquainted. It is often the case that patrons will attempt to cop
a glance at another’s “cock” while using the urinals, it is almost unavoidable as they are
often inebriated and well acquainted. It is however, seemingly bad form to be so obvious
as to stand directly adjacent to someone you do not know and appear completely sober.
What is most amusing about this intricate dance is that it generally shows gay
men to be as “pee shy” and self conscious as the straight men they so often ruthlessly
mock for just this behavior. It is also curious in that someone thought it was a good idea
to place these urinals so close in the first place, though room constraints may have been
the major factor. The whole issue is further complicated by the return to one’s group
following a trip to the urinals which is typically greeted with: “You were gone a long
time,” “See anything good?” or, if it is Elliot who is speaking, “See any big dicks in
there?”
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A long narrow wall bench runs virtually the entire length of the north wall,
beginning at the front door and ending near the urinal room. In general, this bench does
not begin to fill until all barstools have been taken. The end of this bench adjacent to the
front door is generally occupied by spillover from the pool area. Further along the wall
the bench becomes a distinct area of its own, drawing men who sit or lean against the
bench while often engaged in conversation with others that crowd in next to them or into
the walkway between wall and bar. This bench serves another common purposes that
seem somewhat odd in conjunction with the other observations I have made at this bar.
If a man does come into the bar alone, it is to this bench that he will usually
gravitate. There are several plausible reasons for this based on direct observation. First,
an unaccompanied man who comes into this bar and knows no one is generally assumed
by the “regulars” to be “cruising,” or in search of a sexual partner. Second, the bench is
an ideal location from which to view the entire bar while simultaneously keeping an eye
on both the front door, to see what new prospects come wandering in, and the restroom,
which according to gay lore is an ideal place to chat up a potential “trick,” or sex partner.
Third, it is at the end of this bench, just before the urinal room, that the racks containing
“bar rags,” or gay periodicals are staged.
Bar rags come in two varieties. There are publications that cover news the
publishers believe is particularly relevant to the gay “community” and may, as a brief
sample, include stories on political discussions on the inevitability of gay marriage,
HIV/AIDS outreach groups or fundraisers, upcoming gay social events, travel
destinations known to be “gay friendly” or spotlights on gay community leaders, gay
owned businesses, etc. They are usually filled with advertisements from these businesses
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or “gay friendly” businesses and are one of the primary means by which the
“community” identifies itself. The current incarnation of this type in St. Louis is the Vital
Voice, which is usually found in Clementine’s, but not always. The national Guide: Gay
travel, culture & politics, which includes handy maps to gay Meccas like New York,
Palm Springs, Key West, Chicago and Puerto Vallarta, with equally handy numbered
indicators showing the exact location of gay Bars & Clubs, Restaurants & Cafes,
Lodgings, Shopping & Services, Saunas & Sex Clubs, Etc., so one never has to leave the
gay ghetto, even on foreign soil.
The second variety is essentially porn. These slicks are filled with well-built,
well-endowed men, exposing everything but the penis. The men in these pages are
typically of barely college age. You will find very few men in these magazines that
appear to be in their 30’s or older. As a pretense to serious journalism, they often run
interviews with current gay porn stars, but they are filled with advertisements for gay
porn Internet sites, 1-900 numbers and barely legal drugs ranging from “safe steroids” to
“poppers,” aka amyl nitrate. As they are typically published and distributed regionally,
they often include guides to gay bars in St. Louis and other cities along with helpful
information like the “style” of each bar or club, which will be discussed later. Those
found at Clementine’s bear names like Manhunt, Just Us Boys and CyberSocket, and they
are always present, not just at Clementine’s, but also at virtually every gay bar in the
country.
The “bar rags” draw strangers to this bar every bit as much as a potential “trick”.
A gay traveler, particularly an otherwise closeted gay traveler, with a few careful
inquiries at a downtown hotel or questions asked of a cab driver can and often does find
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their way to Clementine’s, St. Louis’ Oldest Gay Bar. Once there, even the most nervous
can pick up a rag and find the scoop on the gay bar scene, pretend to read while scoping
the bar, keep an eye out for a potential trick headed to the restroom or find a bar that may
be more his style. These are the singles who come in late at night and a little before
closing, men who don’t know that primarily this is a bar of two different worlds, the
“regulars” and the “strangers”.
In general, the interior of Clementine’s achieves several things. The narrow
circumferential passages encourage tight groupings of patrons that can feel isolated from
other quadrants of the bar, though the open center allows patrons to view others in
virtually any area of the bar. The ambience of the bar encourages a feeling of mystery
and security through its use of lighting and community through its widely dispersed
activities while the layout simultaneously encourages physical proximity and voyeurism.
In most regards, with it’s use of rich, dark woods, community-centered artwork and the
game tables, it feels much like a gentleman’s club, or the family room/game room of a
midtown house, a room most commonly called these days a Man Cave.
This concept of Living Room or Family Room is not incidental nor is it simply a
helpful construct developed by me to convey a particular aura of the space. Most of the
patrons interviewed spoke of “Clem’s” in these very terms. The In the words of Hugh,
56: “[Clementine’s is] Basically a comfortable place, you go, see your friends, entertain
yourself and others, go home, leave all the mess behind…we call it our living room.”
Robert, 59: “We treat the space much like our living room. We meet friends and we don’t
have to worry that our house is a mess.” Jerry, 43, spoke in much the same manner, but
further rolled the functionality of the bar together with the café:
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“Clem’s is like my family room, you know, but better. I come and meet up with all these
people that I know, certainly some that I like better than others and if I get bored or
irritated I just move on to another group, no worries. That’s why it’s better. I don’t have
to clean up all day just to have people over and I don’t have to talk to people I don’t want
to, its neutral. When the need to feed arises, I just walk next door to my dining room,
where I also know tons of people. Sometimes I join them, sometimes not, and someone
takes care of all that mess too. Who wouldn’t like that?”

It seems relatively clear that, for “regulars” at least, Clementine’s becomes a surrogate
home, but who exactly are the people for whom this is the case?

34

Chapter 2. People

Having considered the space that is Clementine’s, the question that leaps to the
foreground is, why do gay men choose a bar as a nexus for community, and further, why
do the patrons of Clementine’s choose this specific bar? The fact that gay men do indeed
turn to the quasi-public spaces of bars to cruise tricks, socialize, and recreate is relatively
well-documented in scholarly pieces mentioned earlier by Achilles, Weston and a host of
others. As Weston states in Families We Choose:
On the secular side, community has been symbolically linked to bars, saloons and
neighborhood in the United States since the massive urban immigrations of the late
nineteenth century (Kingsdale 1980). During that period, the saloon became a locus for
the formation of same-sex (in this case male) solidarity and a proxy for small-town
paradise lost. Although lesbians and gay men are now as likely to “find community”
through a softball team, a coming-out support group, or the Gay Pride Parade as through
a bar, bars remain a central symbol of identity, and almost everyone has a story about a
first visit to a gay club (see Achilles 1967).23

The well-acknowledged truth of this assessment is illustrated even in the popular culture,
which addresses the issue through a host of published works dedicated to coming-out
stories in which bars often play a prominent role. Even cartoonists have mined this
commonly held experience as creative fodder for the entertainment of a largely gay
audience. [See Illustration 3]
23

Kath Weston. Families We Choose. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), pg. 126.
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Illustration 3
Reprinted by permission of author.
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To begin the consideration of Clementine’s it is critical to note that the gay
community in St. Louis does in fact view the bar as one frequented largely by mature gay
men. This fact has been expressed by multitudes of gay men in general conversations
with myself over the course of many years and was widely known even as I was finding
my way around the St Louis gay community as a much younger man. Specifically, the
ages of the patrons of Clementine’s range most typically from the mid 30’s though the
80’s with the largest number of men represented on any given day in their 40’s, 50’s and
60’s. The bar’s owners, recognizing this fact, have marketed the bar as “St Louis’ Oldest
Gay Bar,” as previously mentioned. The elision of chronologically oldest bar for
homosexual men with bar for older homosexual men is quite intentional, as the leaflet
distributed by Clementine’s will illustrate. [See Illustration 4] Here the stress is placed,
by capitalization and the use of a much larger font, on the word “Oldest” with secondary
emphasis on “Gay Bar,” in a smaller font but still capitalized. Only last is attention drawn
to “St. Louis” through the use of exclusively lower case letters. This same graphic is
widely used for marketing not only in leaflets, but also in all print media in which the bar
is advertised. For gay men, quite used to reading coded messages and double entente, the
meaning is quite clear.
It is important to understand this fact when considering the stories of the patrons
of Clementine’s, as it situates them temporally as coming of age as gay men in a vastly
different climate of acceptance than the younger cadres of gay men coming of age today,
a fact very clearly outlined in Peter Robinson’s, The Changing World of Gay Men.
Robinson divides his interview pool into the three categories outlined in the introduction.
Using these constructs, it is clear that the vast majority of Clementine’s patronage is
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drawn from the first two cohorts who experience their lives much differently than the
Young Cohort.
It should further be mentioned that the years since the publication of Robinson’s
work have given rise to an entirely new cohort of gay men who have come of age in a
Post-AIDS world that has seen, if not the cure for HIV, a prolonged life with the disease
that has changed perceptions of gay men from within and without the gay community.
For the most part, this Post-AIDS cohort does not consider being gay tantamount to a
death sentence, and does not recall the earlier struggles of gay men during the liberation
period or AIDS crisis. Owing to the rapid shifts in both public and personal perceptions
of homosexuality, it should be emphasized that the interviews as well as the rationales
and generalizations drawn from these interviews are both spatially and temporally
specific, that is, specific to a unique time and unique place, namely Clementine’s, St.
Louis, Missouri, present day.
To reach an understanding of the rationales behind the location of a large portion
of these men’s gay identity within a bar environment it is also important to understand
exactly what being gay means to these men. Further, it is critical to understand the
process by which they realized and came to grips with the fact that they were gay, a
process often called “coming out.” It is clear through the interviews that “coming out” is
not a completely stable term for many of these men, who define it in multiple ways which
may include, but are not limited to, self-definition as a gay man, introducing oneself to
and becoming involved in the gay community, or the process by which one renegotiates
one’s identity as a gay man with one’s biological family, circle of friends, or coworkers,
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just to name a few. For our purposes, we shall refer to the process of self-recognition and
the manifestation of this realization in each man’s life.
Perhaps not surprisingly, consistent through all the interviews was an underlying,
sometimes subtle, oftentimes overt theme of fear. Many of the informants reported
varying degrees of difficulty coming to terms with being gay, that seems to be one of the
original sources of this fear. Harry, 39, reported that his first attempt to come out to his
parents was at a very early age: “I was pretty young. I know I um, came out to my folks
the first time when I was, I think, 13 or 14, ummm all in a panic ‘cause I was going to
hell.” Dave, 57, reported a similar feeling of panic, though the circumstances were
different:
I remember being caught by my mother. <Laughs>.........um I was...I don't exactly
remember my age; we only lived in that town from the time I was in kindergarten ‘til
second grade. So it had to occur at some point in that age range, 5, 6, 7 years
old....um......and I would say probably first or second grade probably not kindergarten. He
was an able boy, he was just as curious as I was...um and we were underneath some
bushes beside the house. Where we didn't think anybody see us. And um......my mother
caught us and......didn't say anything other than we probably shouldn’t be doing
that....and I remember to this day begging her not to tell my dad.

This same informant discussed a more general fear felt by many gay adolescents as they
enter junior high and high school, “So, um.....back then and maybe still when you were in
high school you didn't want anybody to think you were gay. You didn't want to be queer,
or a faggot or a fairy. That was the ultimate putdown.”
Not all the participants reported this initial trepidation with what was becoming an
obvious homoerotic attraction. One participant, Richard, 59, who grew up in a very small
farming community in rural Minnesota related having very few inhibitions early in his
life:
Uh, umm, yeah, I’ve known that I’ve been gay since…5. Maybe younger, who knows.
Uh, in high school you know, it was a little bit, mmmmm, peer pressure type stuff…
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Until I discovered that, you know, my peers were also <laughs> you know, either
homosexual or bisexual or experimenting… You know, ummm, I started giving blow
jobs probably about 11 <laughs>.

Later in the interview he continues with this strain of thought, “You knew who you could
fool around with. I mean it was isolated enough that, and you know, you just didn’t talk
about it, I mean there was no stigma because everybody was doing it so… Yeah, most of
my grade school classmates I was involved with at some point or another, I mean the
males.” Ironically, following high school and his entrance into the Franciscan order, the
generalized fear expressed by most of the respondents came on in full force, leading to a
troubled time for Richard, which finally reached resolution:
…I just came to a rapprochement in meditation, and in prayer, where I actually heard
God say to me, “Don't worry about it. If you look back over your life, you will find that I
have brought various people into you life at various times to show my Love for you.
Don't worry. I will continue to do that.” I said, “Okey-dokee.” <laughs> I suppose that
some people just think that that's rationalization, but in the deepest core of me I know it's
not rationalization, it's permission.

Richard’s account is not entirely unique, though it does exist at what could be
deemed the extreme of sexual awareness, complicated by both obvious intellect and the
priesthood. The only other respondent to report this level of sexual awareness and a
proclivity to act upon it at such an early age is Richard’s partner of many years, Tom, 55.
Most of the respondents in this study reported tentative and sporadic sexual investigation
early in childhood with boys either their own age or a little older. Almost all of these
stories, however, bear a great deal more resemblance to the experience of Dave related
earlier, experiences marked by shame, fear of exposure, a keen awareness of being
somehow “other” and periods of self loathing that do not reach resolution for most of
these men until their 20’s.
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Interestingly, it seems that the voyeurism remarked on in the previous chapter
may well find its root for many of these men in the very earliest days of their recognition
that they were, in fact attracted to men. Several of the participants reported that the first
experiences they had of homosexual attraction were situated in the gyms and locker
rooms of their schools and other public places. Robert, 51, describes this early voyeuristic
penchant:
I think I have always known that <I was gay>, I don’t remember a time when I didn’t
know that. I remember the first time I sort of consciously knew it was when I was about
four or five. So umm I, well the occasion was I went to the public swimming pool with
my father and I remember walking through the men’s changing room and being quite
interested in all the…activity.

Others, like Roger, 52, reported, “Oh, gosh, I think some of the first awareness I had of
being gay was masturbating with the men’s underwear ads in the Seats catalog.” It seems
that an acute awareness of a non-normative sexual orientation, coupled with the feelings
of doubt, fear and self-loathing reported by these men, manifests itself in a highly
personal set of release mechanisms facilitated by voyeurism and fantasy. I certainly do
not claim that homosexual men are unique in this; only that it seems to be very strongly
enmeshed in these participant’s early sexual and erotic lives.
Where the sexual proclivities of the participants led following these early
experiences seems largely tied to the ages of the individuals. The older informants in the
group recalled coming of age when it was indeed common practice to find one’s first
sexual explorations fulfilled at a local park or public restroom. For many of the
interviewees, who found themselves unable to identify other gays and uncertain how to
proceed, the random anonymous encounter seems to have served as an introduction to the
gay world. Hugh, 56, relates, “…I said I have to get out and find out about this. And
basically met a, ah, man in a park.........in Tower Grove Park… It was a great experience
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really… I saw a guy sitting on a bench and he was approaching me and he happened to
live close by we went back and spent a few hours and had a great time.” Even the
youngest, however, Harry, 39, reported an early tryst, “Uh, probably, I think it was in the
bathroom at the student union. I panicked and ran.” The fear continues to weave through
the narratives.
Sometimes the fear was less internal, its source more readily identifiable. Fear of
detection or intervention by law enforcement during these encounters was often reported.
Tom, 55 related that at the age of 13 he often found his way to the parks, “Ooo, well, we
had two, in Warren, Ohio. There was a park that I found out about, a cruisey area, now, I
was never a hustler or anything, I just knew what I liked and liked to have done so I’d
cruise on other people that way. And there were two parks there that you had to be very
careful about, but you could meet people down there.” When asked why one had to be
careful his response was, “Police.” Hugh, 56, reported much the same thing when
describing Tower Grove Park later in his account, “At that time it was very active and
police were targeting it and so after [awhile] I quit going.”
Other forms of reprisal were also reported. In one instance, when questioned on
whether he had made visits to Tower Grove Park, Elliot, 71, stated, “Not especially, it
was rough. That was the rough, it was scary there, they had kids that were just beating up
gays down in there.” With reported terror of detection, police reprisals and manifest
brutality, what precisely was a young gay man to do?
One remarkably interesting adaptation, often heard discussed in Clementine’s and
mentioned by virtually every informant was the concept of Gaydar, unknown or ignored
as a concept by Achilles. As Dave, 57, struggling to define the concept put it, “...<sighs>
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I, I don’t know, I mean I....I think, I think we can recognize each other in many instances.
I think gays recognize one another through....um...eye contacts, um....facial expression,
you can communicate all kinds of things through eye contact, facial expression, and body
movement...,” or as Tom, 55, offered, “Well it’s, it’s the way people talk the way they
act, it’s just, you know, I mean, it’s just certain people that give off the vibe, some people
don’t.” No one interviewed had the slightest idea from where such a skill could arise.
Harry, 39, offered in desperation, “It might be a psychic thing, I don’t know.” All agreed
that all gays have Gaydar, though to differing degrees. Sam, 47, “[It’s] Where you can
identify somebody who’s gay and if they’re, you know, you just know they’re hitting on
you and stuff, but I just never picked up on that… Yea, I had very weak Gaydar.”
The word, adaptation, was chosen to describe Gaydar intentionally. Though none
of the informants spoke of Gaydar in these terms, it seems likely that Gaydar is a direct
response to the fear that has been previously discussed. In other words, located in a
normative heterosexual world, where overt acts of homosexuality discovered by parents
and friends is terrifying, where even suspicion can have one labeled as an extreme
putdown, where you can be arrested or beaten, some tactic must be employed to covertly
identify others of similar disposition. This complex concept of recognition, working as it
does in a covert manner and on an almost subliminal level, should be viewed in these
terms.
Is it any wonder that with all of these frustrating and frantic attempts to decipher
the eye movements, walks, and acts of others, that eventually gay men would make their
way to the one place they could be relatively certain that everyone around them was gay,
the gay bar? Though prior knowledge that gay bars existed was evident in every case, it is
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also evident from the interviews that the bars themselves, perhaps subject to a collective
fear, were not often easily recognizable. Again, Achilles: “Bars located in the outlying
districts of the city, with inconspicuous facades, may appear quite innocent and
unenticing to all but the cognoscenti.”24 Describing a bar in the 1960’s called the Gaiety,
Elliot, 71, stated:
E: Uh, it was just a little neighborhood bar, um, by its appearance, but of course it would
attract people from all over the community.
Interviewer: There was nothing outside to indicate…
E: No.
Interviewer: …that it was a gay bar?
E: No, no, other than the name, Gaiety.

Even much later, in the early 1990’s, Harry, 39 described a bar called Contacts, in
Columbia, Missouri, “Oh, it was on 9th Street, and it had, um <pause> it was a pretty
bright, brightly lit place, um, and uh, there was a big window on the front but I think it
was like, it was either painted or there was something big across the lower half of the
window so that people weren’t actually seeing in, but it was still letting light in.”
As a side note, it is worth mentioning that only the eldest in these interviewees,
Joseph, 75, and Elliot, 71, recalled a time when police were raiding the gay bars of St.
Louis. Elliot related the following:
Well, I mean all I know is that the police would, police buses would pull up in front.
They would have a vice person inside the bar that would see a man touch another man, or
kiss, or something and that would be enough to, ah, insti… instigate a bust. Of course
they already had the bus there. So they’d pull the bus up and take everybody down…
Yeah, yeah. And the Globe Democrat was there, uh, taking names, which they would
print in the paper the next day. Just, just pure harassment.

When asked if he personally had ever been caught up in one of these raids, he replied,
“No, no I was, being a schoolteacher I would have been absolutely creamed.” When
questioned on how he managed to avoid arrest in a raid, he gave the first indication of
24
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many, that a network, both informal and formal, existed for the purposes of facilitating
communication within the gay community, “Well, you just kept your ear to the network,
you know. Bob Martin’s was never raided. He was politically connected enough. He, he
had police on the take, uh, you could occasionally see them come in and, and there would
be a little gift for them, uh, there was no hiding it, you know.” Others interviewed
recalled hearing stories of these raids as a sort of gay folklore, but had no first hand
knowledge of these activities.
As indicated above, from the interviews it becomes rather clear that at some point
the older men questioned, the men who remembered early encounters in parks and public
restrooms, stopped attending those venues and switched their allegiance wholly to the
bars. It also seems evident that this roughly coincided with increased police pressure on
these public spaces and an elimination of police pressure on the bars, hence no direct
memory of raids by those in their 50’s or younger. More research should be done to elicit
whether or not this was in fact a conscious effort by law enforcement to drive
homosexuality from the public eye and into relatively withdrawn and quasi-private
enclaves. One story related by Tom, 55, makes it relatively certain that at some point, in
the late1970’s or early 1980’s, even the police felt relatively secure within the confines of
the gay bar:
I remember one time at Martin’s, downstairs at the bar, I went down by myself for some
reason and there was a guy sitting at the end of the bar with a full Saint Louis cops
uniform on. And I knew the bartender, I think his name was Marty, the same guy that I
talked about earlier, and I asked Marty, is he for real, and he said, I think he is, well, he
was my type so I went over and started talking to him, and I invited him back to the place
I was staying in, and he was a Saint Louis cop in uniform because he took off his piece
and everything and put it in his trunk before we went into the house, so we went upstairs
and he, I started playing with his nipples and going down on him and he kept saying, oh,
bitch why are you doing this, and in his mind I think he was thinking it was a girl, so any
who, he climaxed, you know, he jacked me off and I never saw him again.
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With gay bars reported as being discreet, and as some indicated, in out of the way
locations, how then did gay men manage to find this promised land? We return to the
concept of a gay network, again unnoticed on unreported by Achilles, first introduced by
Elliot. All the interviewees reported having located bars by a network. For many, having
located at least one other, usually older gay man, this network was purely informal word
of mouth. Tom, 55, when questioned if the first gay bar he went to was readily
identifiable as such noted, “Ah, no, I didn’t know. They didn’t have a flag or anything
else, so you know; it was basically word of mouth.” Hugh, 56, states the conundrum quite
explicitly:
Well so after my ah...ah Tower Grove experience, I started trying to find out where ah the
gay bars were. And ah which is pretty difficult because I didn't have any gay friends. Uh,
I happened to have a gay guy that was openly gay at work and uh........had conversations
and he told me where ah Martin's was. And after ah, a cruising night wait for about half
an hour I finally find it.

For others, the network turned out to be a surprisingly formal affair. When
questioned on how, having no gay acquaintances, Sam, 47, had located the first gay bar
he went to, he related being 19 years old, and quite confused on how to proceed:
I, uh, was actually looking through the white pages, I think it was, and there was a gay
hotline so I called it <laughs>…I asked them about bars that existed downtown and I
guess they thought of literally downtown, so they gave me Martin’s and some other
place. I don’t even remember what the name of it was. And so I found Martin’s and went
there.

Elliot, 71, had mentioned this same hotline in an earlier interview in reference to how
out-of-towners might have located a bar in the city, “Well, I don’t know how long the gay
hotline has been around, that used to be very, very important. The gay hotline. That was
where you could, um, find out information on where the bars are, if you needed medical
help, or sobriety help, or something like that, the gay hotline.” When a follow-up
question looked to place a beginning date on this hotline, Elliot answered, “Well, Hugh
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and I have been together twenty-seven years, it was in existence when we met, so, uh, it
was around for quite awhile…Oh, yeah. Even the 50’s.”
Having located the bar, what did these men find upon their arrival? For many,
what greeted them was the same terror that seems to underlie much of this discussion
Tom, 55:
So I remember the first time I walked in there I was 21. I walked into the bar and there
was a long horseshoe shaped bar and then off to the right there was a pool table, and I
walked in on a Friday night and the place was jam packed, and every eye looked at me, I
swear every eye looked at me and I swear if I had been mercury I would have melted and
gone right back out underneath the door. Well, a guy that had picked me up cruising, ah,
was in there shooting pool and he saw me and he said Dennis! What? You’re okay, come
on in. And I’m shaking like a leaf on a tree in a ninety-mile an hour windstorm, scared
shitless, and he comes over, what are you drinking?

A similar tale was told by Sam, 47, whom you will recall had found this particular bar,
Martin’s from an inquiry to the Gay Hotline. When he arrived, “…so I kinda was just
stuck in that front area and there was just this front of this boy... It was someone who just
started talking to me and he was very friendly and made me feel comfortable because I
was just a nervous wreck and scared there, and uh, I think it was the first time.” The
common thread here, and through most of the interviews, is that upon arrival each of
these men found someone, a former sex partner, an empathetic soul, or someone looking
to be a current sex partner, that made them feel, at last, welcome.
As stated by Nancy Achilles early in this discussion, the alcohol didn’t hurt either.
When asked to elaborate on why he was so nervous and scared going to a gay bar the first
time, Sam, 47 related, “First time I had ever been around other people that I knew were
gay, and uh, I think I was drinking like scotch <laughs> at the bar, so I got kinda drunk.
That’s probably the reason I went, I didn’t get too nervous and went home with
somebody the first time, uh, I uh, drank to make me feel more relaxed and comfortable
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there.” Which brings up a point. Achilles mentioned in her article: “The bar is the only
place where these contacts, necessary to those concerned and illegal according to the law,
can be made with a reasonable degree of safety and respectability. The individual may
feel much less anxiety and guilt if he is able to carry on this aspect of his life in an
organized framework of social norms and values.”25 Again, attention must be drawn to
the fact that by the time Sam first reached a gay bar, the legality issue had been largely
laid to rest, certainly from the threat of police intervention at the bar. What is fascinating
is that, sans legal sanction, the normative forms of the bar continue to hold, through the
social environment liberally spiced with alcohol, a thrall for men facing similar fears with
differing sources.
To what extent, then is the reason for going to the bars implicated with the desire
for sexual liaison? For all the respondents, this purpose was, at least initially, very high
on their list. Hugh, 56, stated unequivocally, “Martin’s was a ah...Complex really they
had a large dance floor, they had a large front room where people would even drink you
just sit there and drink and play pool then there was dance area and then ah...second floor
they had booths to rent...Yes...and then they had the basement where you do some
ah....sex.” He states later in the interview about this same bar and its sexual component,
“A lot of sexual ah....it was about the biggest bar at the time. It was filling a lot of needs
in one building.” Tom, 55, phrased it with equal clarity, “Well, as a gay guy, especially if
you’re single, you’re not going to go to a straight bar…cause chances are you’re not
going to pick anything up…You are looking for your own kind. If you’re single… you
know, you’re looking to score.”

25
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Contained in the above excerpt is the germ of a more transcendent rationale for
continued attendance at gay bars. For all these men, the purely sexual component to the
gay bar has faded in importance over time. It must be noted that it has not disappeared; it
has simply slipped in prominence to a subsidiary position behind comfort. What all these
men, many of them happily, monogamistically partnered, some of them not, state, is that
what they most seek from a gay bar is to locate their own kind and to be made
comfortable in the presence of others who are similarly inclined, even absent sexual
intent. Comfort, the absence of fear, is the prime motivator. How then does this state of
comfort, or as Achilles might put it, “less [ened] anxiety,” function and does this
challenge the common misconception that the hunt for sexual liaison is the raison d’être
for gay bars?
When asked why they attend gay bars these men have responded with comments
like: Hugh, 56: “Being around people who ah...are......the same sexually, but um, it makes
you feel comfortable just for that reason. I think most gay people feel alienated from the
straight world…it's nice to be...to not have to worry about it.” Or, Sam, 47: “I think I was
going out to where other gay people were trying to be a part of people that were more like
me,” and later, “…I mean that’s why I went to gay bars, ‘cause you knew people there
were gay…” And later still, “Um, oh, I don’t know, you just, you just don’t feel <pause>
your straight friends have husbands and wives and their kids and you just feel awkward
around them ‘cause you’re, ‘cause you’re not the same, you don’t have the same lifestyle
as them.” Perhaps Harry, 39, put it best when questioned who his use of the gay bars has
changed over time: “Well <pause> yes, partially, I mean it hasn’t been a total shift. I
mean I always, I’ve always gone to bars to hang out with other gay people that like to

50

drink, um, but I’m not going to find somebody to spend the night with, which used to be
a major factor… No, the way I hung out in bars didn’t change, the way I left them did.”
All these men are expressing a much deeper, emotionally based set of rationales
for attending gay bars than merely locating a trick, an anonymous sexual partner. These
men are seeking the solace of like-minded souls for both social support and the
legitimization of their drives, desires and lifestyles. Contributing to this sense of being in
place, or with people “like me,” is the specialization in pandering to fetishes, or the
character that many bars evince. The experiences of many of the older men in these
interviews indicate that the early bars they encountered had largely mixed crowds. As the
era of Gay Liberation took hold in the 1970’s, it seems that some bars, like Martin’s,
expanded to cater to many subgroups within the subculture. Elliot, 71, commented in
aggregate on Martin’s:
Bob Martin’s was very unique bar, setup. It had a regular bar; it had a dance bar off to the
side, which was open on weekends… Like, I was not a, ah, disco queen, so I, I only went
over to the disco area just to check out the crotches… I’ve always liked younger people,
ah, but I didn’t like twits, or twinks, or whatever they’re called… And then it had the, uh,
leather bar, uh, what was the name of the motorcycle club, uh, Gateway, Gateway
Motorcycle Club… They had a bar downstairs. Pool, pool table. It was, uh, it was like
Six Flags… And then, of course, they let rooms. But, ah, anyway, um, no I pretty much
stayed over in the <stumbles> the main bar was called the wrinkle room because that’s
where the older, more mature types… We weren’t interested in the dancing thing, uh; we
stayed over in the wrinkle room… It was, it was self-segregated.

Here we see explicitly the splintering of Martin’s into a fetish bar, in this case a leather
bar (though other types do exist in the community, namely Levi bars, drag bars, and bear
bars), and an explicitly sex-related area, both of which exist spatially at the periphery. On
the main level one encountered “self-segregated” spaces, determined by age, the pretty
boy/dance bar and the wrinkle bar. As Hugh, 56 stated earlier, “It was filling a lot of
needs in one building.” Historically, in Saint Louis, these highly specific demographic
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targets splintered further, as specific bars, rather than attempting to be all things to all
people, opened to address specific needs. This trend is certainly supported by
observations Achilles made in San Francisco.
Clementine’s, viewed in this context, situates itself as a bar that caters to a largely
mature client base, but this is far too simple a picture. A few younger men do indeed
frequent this venue as well, indicating that the younger men in attendance are
comfortable with, and desire to be around, older gay men. This is, in fact, supported by
field observation that shows these younger men do not cluster in age specific groups, but
instead freely circulate, converse and occasionally partner with the older client base.
Some of these younger men are in fact hustlers, as mentioned earlier, but to my
knowledge, the lion’s share are not.
Also in the course of field observations, leather men, Levi men, bears (or large,
hairy homosexuals), men from the Gay Rodeo, lesbians, drag queens, the occasional
transsexual, even straight people, have all been regularly spotted here. None of these
“types” are the dominant crowd and seem, most often, to be in the company of one of the
regulars, but, they nevertheless, show up. There is also, in fact, a broad socio-economic
mix to Clementine’s, indicating an even greater complexity, as observed by Harry, 39,
“…you know, its just ah, people showin’ up after work, I mean, and all kinds of work, I
mean, you should, people come in splattered with mud or in a shirt and tie and you know,
its just a wide mix of people.”
All of this points to the fact that Clementine’s challenges, at a fundamental level,
the assumption that homogeneity within a space, specific to age, fetish, socio-economic
characteristics, whatever, is what these mature gay men are seeking; in fact, quite the
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opposite. In not creating a purely homogenous world, Clementine’s does create a
heterogeneous harmony of sorts, which somehow, oddly, contributes to the comfort of
the whole. It is, no doubt a safe zone, as the one requirement for attendance seems to be
tolerance.
An interesting sidebar to this discussion of comfort, safe zones, and the express
need to spend time and share space with others of similar sexual orientation, is a concept
that was mentioned by many of the participants, namely the concept of family. In some
ways this is tied to the idea often spoken of by respondents, of Clementine’s as a living
room or family room, in other words a space in which one “hangs out” with family
members. Every participant in fact discussed family, though it is clear from the
transcripts that they were not always discussing the concept with the same intent. Family,
it seems, was used as a mutable term carrying several meanings.
Kath Weston examines precisely this phenomenon in her work on the topic,
Families We Choose. According to Weston, the construction of “family” in its modern
context is greatly complicated by the breakdown of the traditional western nuclear
family. To clarify, Weston views the traditional family as comprised of biologically tied
members consisting of mother, father, siblings, grand parents, with extensions of blood
relationship tying the individual to aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, etc. High
divorce rates, population drift and the grey area caused by the practice of adoption are the
nascence, cited by Weston, of the societal deconstruction of the traditionally
conceptualized “family”. She uses her work to elucidate four variations of “family”
widely in usage today.
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For the first variation, Weston focuses her attention on the homosexual
community as a contributor to the ever-broadening parameters of the construct “family”,
by stating that in the case of gay men and women, the risk inherent in coming out,
namely that of disowning or utter erasure by genetic families, has led homosexuals to
extend the term “family” to close friends, lovers and ex-lovers. In this sense, the western
construct of a family as a unit united in unconditional love is seen as mutable and
therefore suspect. As such, according to Weston, gay men and women relocate this trust
over time to others whom they have chosen for a host of reasons, including but not
limited to shared experience, dependability, and affection. In this way, she believes,
homosexuals create a variable and assume control over an otherwise uncontrollable
genetic constant.
A second variation on the ‘family” construct is created when men and women
who have led otherwise societally normative lives that included marriage and children,
often for reasons including denial of self, the need for acceptance or simply the desire for
offspring, decide to pursue or accept a gay lifestyle later in the course of their lives. In
this instance, children, new partners, friends and occasionally ex-spouses form a new
kind of family. In this reconfiguration too, older conceptions of exactly what constitutes a
family are challenged, enhanced by the fact that marriage, the only societally mandated
process besides adoption whereby two people unrelated by ties of blood may join as
legally recognizable “family” is denied the gay population in the vast majority of the
U.S., and in fact, the world as a whole.
As the process of societal recognition for gay relationships has furthered over the
last several years, as indicated by the adoption of gay marriage laws in some states, a
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third construct of family has emerged. In this sense of the term, gay couples seeking
normative templates for the expression of their love create lasting partnerships that can
and do include either parenting by surrogacy or adoption. Though the availability of
adoption is relatively new to homosexual couples, and certainly not universally available
my any means, the process of adoption is relatively straightforward, and as mentioned
previously, possesses a societally recognized legitimacy strengthened by precedent.
Surrogacy offers many permutations including most commonly: the artificial
insemination of, or the contracting of an individual to inseminate, one member in a
lesbian partnership or reaching an agreement as a gay man with a woman, often but not
inevitably lesbian, which is often reared jointly, but is occasionally reared either by the
gay man singly or in partnership with a lover. As should be obvious, the variations on this
particular set of arrangements are virtually endless. All these in toto, complicate the
traditional meaning of “family” while simultaneously destabilizing it.
The fourth sense in which in which “family” is used, specifically in this case by
the gay population, is perhaps its most exploded. Here the term is used to identify anyone
who either is, or is presumed to be gay. It may well have begun as a coded way to discuss
others of similar propensity in the presence of “outsiders” to whom such information
might have proved unacceptable or cause for backlash. Certainly, however, the choice of
words is fascinating as it seems to claim a bond between members of the gay community
that is entirely reliant upon sexual attraction and insists that due to this orientation there
are shared experiences available to and comprehendible by “insiders”.
With the notable exception of a family constituted by two or more gay parents
who have chosen to adopt or have a child by some form of surrogacy, all the variations of
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“family” noted by Weston were represented in interviews with participants in this study.
All respondents talked about their biological families. It is perhaps telling that none of the
respondents reported estrangement from their nuclear families due entirely to coming out
to them. A few of the older participants reported never having divulged their sexual
orientation to parents, though all had done so with siblings, seeming to confirm Weston’s
observation that gay men and women most often view siblings as more open and
accepting, serving even as allies in the coming out process to parents and other biological
family members. Interestingly, the oldest participant Joseph, 75, reported not only having
been fully out to both his own parents and siblings but to having cohabitated with his
partner of 40+ years in a secondary residence located on his partner’s family farm, “Well,
we moved in with his parents for awhile, that would have been in 1961 or 2 or something.
Eventually we moved a house from farther out right here on the other side of the road
from them.” The only respondent to report estrangement from his family, in this case his
father and sister, stated quite succinctly that knowledge of his sexual orientation was not
the only, or even the principle cause for this state of affairs,
I haven’t really talked to my Father or my sister in over 10 years… I thought being gay
was the reason for a while, but thinking about it…you know when there is a breakup of a
relationship its never just one thing, is it? It’s usually 10 things. It might have been the
catalyst but it was certainly not at the top of the list as to why there was a breakdown of
the relationship. Absolutely not.

Though none of the men interviewed reported having personally suffered this
ultimate rejection, the fact that a few had never revealed their sexual orientation to
parents is telling. Answers to questions of why this was the case were generally evasive
<find quote here, check BH and TG> Also of note is the fact that almost unanimously,
interviewees reported knowing others, friends or friends of friends, to whom this had
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happened, though none could recall specific names of victims, nor the circumstances
under which these erasures had occurred. Sam, 47,
…I’ve known so many gays that just don’t even speak to their family, or are disowned by
their family, or ah, they just didn’t get along with their family or maybe their parents died
young, and you know, a lot of them are the only child, and a lot of them, you know, their
whole life revolves around their gay friends because they don’t have any biological
family around anymore.
<Interviewer> Can you remember any specific instances or people?
Ummmm…no.

Though one cannot, and should not deny that these events do occur, perhaps even more
frequently than one could infer from these case studies, the fact remains that the
possibility is and has been viewed through time with such collective angst as to have
become a fixed narrative in the gay mythos.
Only two of the interviewees in this study reported having been previously
married to women, though several recalled periods of dating women preceding their
acceptance of a gay lifestyle. Benjamin, at 34 the youngest member of the interview pool,
reported having been married at a very young age, and divorced almost as rapidly.
<Brandon quote> Benjamin further reported that the acknowledgement and acceptance of
his sexual orientation was complicated by the fact that his biological mother was a
lesbian, with a live-in lover, who refused to verbally acknowledge much less discuss the
fact with either himself or the rest of his biological family. For Benjamin this seems to
have been received as a message of internalized homophobia and duplicity leading to his
attempt to force himself into a normative relationship. Ultimately this experiment failed
and ironically, as he states, <Brandon quote on mother taking him for his first trip to a
gay bar>
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In only one case, Dave, 57, did the attempt to live a normative heterosexual
lifestyle last for a period of many years. Dave, who reported having been relatively selfaccepting of his homosexuality earlier in his life, reached a point where, bowing to
pressure from family, self and religious community, decided to “cure” himself and create
a traditional family.
I did.... and... ah... lived... um... a dual life where I lived and worked I was... single and
straight. When I came to the city I was not...and..... then at some point that I decided
that................I wanted to find a family and it was probably easier to live a straight life....
and... I convinced myself I could do that… I told my mother and father that I was cured,
miraculously cured. That was potentially the explanation I gave myself, as well... um...
the, the Christian right even today that tried to convenience gays that they can be cured or
changed.... um.... by prayer or whatever is nothing new...and....I had a...a nondenominational charismatic pastor...um...convince me I could be otherwise. Um... so I
chose at...about 28 to go back into the closet. I... thought I could suppress the feelings to
the point where they wouldn't matter.

Dave’s life while married and having children was not an altogether happy affair.
For a long time, for a long time it did [work]... and you...satisfied those desires with…
fantasy... um... until the day comes that you finally give in... and then it’s hard to put to
the genie back... Many years and... there were many years where it was easy to take the
genie in and out... where you could go out and do a little something and come back and
be all right… most of well all of the...all of the um...gay life was.... simply anonymous
sex. And I regularly checked myself from becoming emotionally involved with anyone.
Um...that is all it was ever going to be, was quick anonymous sex...and....the one time I
did allow myself to become at all involved with someone...I got scared and quite seeing
him for awhile...and it had been years went by… the desire, the need... became more
insistent and... harder to deny... until I reached the point two years ago that I no longer
wanted to.

At the time of his interview, Dave had only very recently achieved a divorce. He was still
living with his wife, as they attempted to dissolve the household. Dave’s adult son had
moved out sometime before, but according to Dave, his son was handling the entire
divorce and transitioning of lifestyle much better than his wife.
What is particularly interesting in this case is that though Dave did in fact have a
traditional biological nuclear family, it was not fulfilling the needs he was feeling. Some
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of these needs were sexual, of this there is no doubt, but by Dave’s own admission this
was only a secondary concern at best.
I had someone tell me just last week as a matter of fact, who also happens to have been
married and has children, but is now out, that the first time, he had sex with a man, he
said, “I had to stop and say whoa, this is a hundred times better than sex with a woman.”
And....and, and it’s not just, it's not just the physical act of sex...... it's....it's the intimacy
that you feel with someone who........is like you, who understands you, who understands
your needs, who knows what you want, because they have the same wants and needs and
desires as you and there is a...there is a fundamental um.... difference ......that I'm not sure
it's explainable, and that if you are gay...what a man does for you versus what a woman
does for you. Just like if you’re straight, women satisfy that need. They, they connect…
they have...they have...the necessary um....
<Interviewer> Keys to the lock?
Exactly! I...I envy...straight men who.........are perfectly satisfied and happy with their
wife......because I never had that experience, because the woman, the female, the wife,
doesn't......connect with what's inside me. A man does...um.....and I think there are there
are many, many, many married men out there who......um...either deny that um...many
gay married men however they want to categorize themselves...that um can either deny it
or not and are satisfied with [fantasy]. The one who's watching porn, reading porn, or
looking at porn or just masturbating and can satisfy their itch. There are other gay
married men out there who satisfy with occasional sex. That I reached a point where that
no longer satisfied me and if like I said it was no longer a matter of just sex, now it
was....I had reached a phase in my life where I felt I needed to make a decision and that
was, are you going to be content with what you got for the rest of your life as it
is......or...are you going to make an absolute fundamental change in your life and........look
for what you really need to be happy.

What Dave seems to be saying is that the traditional family he had created was
insufficient to his need to be with and around others like himself. That this is elided with
the concept of “family” is fundamental to understanding the bonds these men all seem to
be seeking, bonds that are being created and maintained within the bar setting that is
Clementine’s.
On a final note, Weston discussed a use of family mentioned earlier that seems to
collect the entire gay population. In this sense “family” is ironically more allied with the
traditional construct in that it implies a relationship completely transcendent of
consciousness, a quasi-genetic relationship reliant upon sexual orientation rather than
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blood. The other, newly mutated variations on the construct “family” all contain at the
core of their formation an act of will, or choice. In this difference Dave has also been
quite erudite.
Because we've been, we've been forced by society into...um.... grouping.........for
support...for...love for intimacy for all the things that the straight world takes for granted,
that they can do anything, anywhere and so [family] would have been generalized to a
certain extent that we are beginning to break out of… I've had a number of my friends
telling me, you know you are family now… and so I sometimes am, um..........standoffish.
I...I...stand back and don't come forward when I should have and I have been chastised
for that. Why...Why did you let that bother you, why didn't you call us, why didn't you
come by. Were family now, don't worry about that… I think there are various degrees of
family. I think, I think these friends of mine look upon.........I think they were called to
look upon all gay, all fellow gays, as family, but once he referred to me as being part of
his family, it was not the same thing. It was a much more intimate term.

As the next section will discuss, all is not utopian within the confines of
Clementine’s. Certainly there is much here that binds the men within the space into
tightly knit groups that are often called “family’. Also true, as noted earlier, is that
various micro-demographics can be found circulating within its walls, and that a level of
tolerance is expected for those who come together within Clementine’s walls. Further
examination and a closer reading of the interviews however, reveals a complex social
milieu filled with many of the same fractures as the society at large. The principal drive
for most of these men to attend Clementine’s is an express desire to be around others who
are “like” them. At its most obvious, we have seen in an earlier section that the
population of the bar on any given day is divided into categorical “regulars” and
“strangers”. How static are these categories and how do these categories function within
the space? Also of interest is, at what point do differences in sexual orientation, race,
class, age and differences between individuals begin to affect the illusion that everyone
is, “just like me?”

60

Chapter 3. Issues

The previous chapter examined several motivations that have driven the participants in
this study to locate and frequent gay bars in general and in particular Clementine’s. Early
awareness of being different, coupled with an active but non-normative sexual drive and
the accompanying fear of discovery by family, friends and peers proved a major factor
for a vast majority of respondents. Quiet and tentative early explorations of sexuality with
a few close friends gave way, eventually to an active pursuit of sexual partners identified
by the enigmatic and fallible functioning of Gaydar. As most of this early
experimentation predates society’s age of majority, almost all of this activity took place
for these men, albeit in differing concentrations for each man, in locker rooms, parks, and
public restrooms or on camping trips or sleepovers. Strikingly, the clandestine aura of
these potential venues further contributed to the fear of discovery endemic in these men’s
lives.
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Eventually all these men, either just before or upon attaining the age of 21,
discovered a path to their first gay bar. Certainly the desire for sexual partners was
present in the interviews, but what rang out most clearly was the desire to find others who
were “like” them. Others who could comprehend the aggregate experiences of growing
up knowing you were different, that you were gay. For these men, it seems clear that the
location of other gay men and the ability to congregate with them in the quasi-public
space of a gay bar, just like heterosexuals everywhere else in society, served to legitimize
their feelings and their drives by simply confirming that they were not alone.
The gay bar and the accompanying presumption that those present in the gay bar
were either gay themselves or at least comfortable with homosexuality, proved a critical
factor in shaping identity for these men. All the men interviewed used the space as both a
place to more safely seek sexual partners without fear of reprisal, and to meet others with
whom to socialize, recreate and share their lives without the fear of rejection for being
what one was, for being gay. For these respondents, who came of age either during the
period of gay liberation or in its immediate aftermath, the gay bar was the only public
place where one did not have to edit every action or filter every word for fear that others
might infer your difference.
Though most of the respondents maintained close relationships with their
biological families, it was also clear from the interviews that the friends, lovers and exlovers who had most often met at a gay bar, were the core relationships of these men’s
lives. From these relationships these men had composed new definitions of “family” that
substitute choice for the traditional perceptions of family propped by immutable ties of
genetics and blood. For these new “families of choice”, these men have chosen the gay
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bar, specifically Clementine’s, to be the living room and often the Oh My Darlin’s café to
be the dining room of a new family home.
The treatment of Clementine’s as a living room is directly tied to the level of
physical, emotional and visceral comfort that the interviewed patrons report feeling
within the space. Clementine’s, as previously discussed, uses design elements like diffuse
lighting, copious quantities of stained wood and patinated metallics to suggest and
reinforce the perception of masculine, worn comfort, while the artwork clearly states its
homosexual identity. Zones of activity within the space allow patrons to further diffract
into malleable subgroups based on interest. As noted previously, Clementine’s as a bar,
and as an aggregation of people, offers a great deal of tolerance to subgroups within the
gay culture and, in fact, to heterosexuals. This tolerance operates, however from within
and between fundamental fractures found in the bar.
Perhaps the most easily recognized bifurcation within the space is that which
takes place between the gay clientele and the few heterosexuals who enter the bar. Over
the course of a full year of organized field observation, and several years of less
structured observation, I can tell you that “straights” do in fact enter the bar on a fairly
regular basis, though never in large numbers. As a grouping, they are most likely to be
found at Clementine’s on weekdays during happy hour, about 4:30 – 7:00 pm and on
weekends starting much earlier, from about 11:00 am – 7:00 pm. Generally the straights
found at Clem’s are in the company of one or more members of the gay client base. Very
rarely straights arrive and, upon scoping the place and finding it filled with gay men,
immediately turn and leave.
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One particularly fine early spring evening I was sitting on the front walk with a
group of “happy hour regulars” when three slightly inebriated straight couples
approached, apparently looking for another bar in which to drink. While peering in
through the large plate glass window on the building’s façade, one man said to his
compatriots, “All I see are dudes, I think this is a fag bar.” A second man turned to the
group I was seated with and asked, “Is this a fag bar?” One of the members of the group I
was with laughed aloud and replied, “It’s as queer as it gets, honey,” after which he
placed his hand on the bare knee of the man sitting immediately to his left. Following a
brief discussion in which the women of the group unanimously wanted to go in, “For just
one drink,” and the men strenuously objected while darting their eyes between the
illuminated window and the group seated on the walk, they all turned and, arm in arm by
couples, continued down the street.
I choose to relate this story because I believe it begins to cast a little light on
several points that have been mentioned in this text. I mentioned in earlier chapters that
all of the interviewees remembered going to gay bars in their youth that had their
windows either blacked or obscured in such a way that a view of the interior from the
exterior was impossible. This was status quo, in fact until quite recently. The front
window at Clementine’s had been blacked out at one time and was replaced with a clear
pane about ten years ago. The reasons for obscuring the windows seem to be twofold
according to the speculations found within the interviews. Joseph, 81:
They used to have to block out those windows so the cops couldn’t see in. I mean you
could be arrested for touching. At least if they had to come in the door you could hear
them and adjust. You would kind of jump every time you heard the door. I think they also
kept them blocked out so the people inside would just feel more comfortable knowing
they couldn’t be seen… I remember one guy, I can’t remember his name, he got spotted
by a coworker going into the 115 [a gay bar operating in downtown St. Louis in the
1950’s]. He was a baker at a bakery in Clayton. They fired him. That stuff happened.
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There are still a few gay bars that have obscured windows, but they are the
exception rather than the rule. A clear window on the front of gay bars seems to serve
very distinct purposes and send very clear messages. First, natural light within a space is
just generally considered desirable, and a view of the outdoors can give a feeling of
openness even to a relatively closed in space like a bar. Second, in the years following
gay liberation and the generally more tolerant environment that has ensued, there is no
longer a fear of police raids and arrests. This coupled with the sense of Gay Pride
fostered by organizations that bear that very name, make it very unlikely that most
visitors to a gay bar are shamed by this fact. Finally, as the above scenario highlighted, an
open view to the interior can serve as a layer of insulation in that it allows a view of the
composition of a bars patrons and their actions that deters casual passersby, particularly
those uncomfortable with homosexuality, from entering.
This insulation factor can be seen operating too within the sexual innuendo and
pantomime discussed in the first chapter. Read, in Other Voices, discusses the
pantomimes and sexual insinuations he encounters at the Columbia in terms of Genet’s
Hall of Mirrors:
Yet there is a sense in which the tavern’s population share [sic] a “collective persona” – a
world view that reflects their awareness of their separation or exclusion from the
normative value system. Using Durkheimian terminology, they share with one another
elements of a “collective consciousness” which, in this case, is the consciousness of
stigmatization…and of the myths in which they are presented to the straight world: to
those who, ultimately, are held responsible for perpetuating the exclusion.
In the tavern, the common understandings of the disvalued “collective persona” are
expressed and intensified through the ritualized use of language and exaggerated
pantomimes – rituals that adopt the most common elements of the “straight myths” but
bend them in ways that are wry and in group commentaries on the truth values they are
supposed to contain26
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Read, p. 94.
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Certainly elements of this dynamic are at work within Clementine’s. Read sees a
ritualized commentary on the normatively defined gender roles of masculinity and
femininity, and the confusion of these performative roles with the nature of male and
female. When Harry, 39, says that he enjoys the atmosphere of Clementine’s, or any gay
bar because, “You know you don’t have to look around to see who’s watching before you
pat somebody on the knee or, um, if you laugh funny and it comes out girlie,” this
question of gender roles is what he is addressing.
There is, however, beyond or perhaps because of the esoteric conversations of
gender roles and sophisticated commentaries on normative societal belief structures
relevant to the nature of man and woman, a remarkably pragmatic reasoning behind the
sexual antics of the patrons of Clementine’s. Jerry, 43:
It scares away the straights. I mean, its all just good-natured fun, and we are gay, which is
to say we are defined by our sexual preference. But when that guy [indicating someone
near the pool table] thrusts against that guy’s ass I doubt very seriously if there is
anything really sexual about it. It’s just that we can’t act this way just anywhere. Straight
people walk down the street practically sucking each other’s tonsils out or just holding
hands but we really can’t, not here. Acting that way just proclaims that this is our spot
and here we can do what we please. If you don’t like it, get the fuck out.

In this way, the patrons of Clementine’s have adopted a filter, much like the transparent
glass on the front window that allows others, outsiders to see inside clearly and make
choices based on the knowledge gleaned as to whether this will be a space in which they
will feel comfortable. It is a test of tolerance.
Having passed the test of tolerance, however, straights in the bar can be subject to
a broad reaction. Some patrons of the bar are seemingly very accepting of anyone,
homosexual or heterosexual, who enter Clementine’s and in full realization of what the
space is, decide to stay. Tom, 55:
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…we’ve also met an absolutely gorgeous straight couple that come in here. Noah is this
guy, and he looks like Santa Claus all year long, he has grey hair and a grey beard, and
his wife, and both of them are straight you know, but they come in here as part of our
group and we’ll just sit and have a ball. Robert [Tom’s partner] and his wife will sit and
talk and Noah and I will talk, you know, they are just redoing their house again, you
know, and I’ll be like did you get your floor done, or we will talk about tools. Every once
in awhile, you know, when I see Noah I come up and wrap my arms around him and,
“Oh, Santa Claus, take me away.” I don’t go any farther, though I know he wouldn’t
mind if I did. His statement is always, “You are getting a lump of coal.”

What is apparent in this anecdote is that Tom feels completely at ease with this straight
couple and that he views the interactions between himself, his partner and the couple as
completely normative, hence conversation on purely domestic issues. It is possible that
Tom also believes that there is some degree of gender role assignment in the relationship
between himself and Robert that necessitates the specificity of which partner talks to
whom and the nature of those conversations. It is also evident however, that Tom makes
it very clear to the straight couple he is interacting with that they are on his home turf. He
does this by including Noah, the straight man, in the same type of sexual pantomime that
we have been discussing. Toleration of this by Noah, in effect, buys their entre into the
bar and Tom’s circle of friends.
Other reactions to the presence of heterosexuals within the bar are not so benign. I
have often witnessed glances from regulars of Clementine’s directed at straight visitors
followed by exaggerated eye rolling or the raising of both hands while hunching the
shoulders as if to say, “Aren’t they peculiar. I simply don’t understand them.” Also
overheard frequently are comments directed at straights that include: “Who let them in?”
“It’s far too crowded in here. Someone should leave…I vote for them.” Or, quite
ironically, “There goes the neighborhood.” None of these comments, to my knowledge,
are voiced loudly enough to be heard by the “outsiders,” and I have never witnessed any
blatant aggression or even rudeness by patrons directed overtly at “hets”.
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The fact that only my status as “insider” allows me to be privy to such banter,
however, does indicate an undercurrent of resentment bubbling beneath the surface.
Roger, 52, perhaps best describes this low boil:
I do often feel resentful when we’re at Clementine’s and I see straight people there, I
mean its like, don’t you people have your own places to go? Why do you have to come to
our place? I mean, in terms of this whole, “We’re just like you only we’re homosexual,”
um, I think that’s dishonest in a way. Because I don’t think we’re just like heterosexuals.
I mean, we’re not inferior to heterosexuals, we’re not any better than them either, but to
try and pawn ourselves off as, “We’re just like you,” they want, I mean that’s the
problem with most people, they want everybody to be just like them, and I don’t want to
be like them… I mean, I’m not an in your face kind of guy. I don’t lead protests and stuff
like that, you know. I’ve been through a lot to get to this point, you know, in terms of
self-acceptance and stuff like that and it hasn’t been easy and most straight people have
no idea. If there is nothing to challenge the way you live, then there is no reason to think
about your life.

Here I believe, very well stated, is the conundrum. In general these men believe in
toleration that they in fact demand from society. To overtly direct intolerance toward
anyone within the confines of Clementine’s would be entirely unacceptable, and yet
many of the interviewees expressed some level of indignation over the presence of
straight people in “their” bar. Most of the hostility seems to stem from a basic belief that
that the normative heterosexual world controls everything, except the gay bar: “Why do
you have to come to our place?” Why, in fact, can’t there be just one place where, “I can
be with people just like me?”
At this point, it might be further enlightening to discuss other demographic
characteristics in an effort to understand exactly how homogenous or heterogeneous this
group of Clementine’s regulars really is. Racially the bar is predominantly white and
Christian. The word, “predominantly,” in this particular usage might be something of an
understatement. Of the roughly 125-150 men that I have witnessed at Clementine’s on a
regular basis, three are African American and there are no Asians, Native Americans, or
Latinos. There are a few African Americans who visit the bar sporadically and are
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typically in the company of one of the three regulars mentioned above. Of the two Asians
I have seen in the bar, both were visiting from the West Coast. There are, to my
knowledge, no Muslims represented at Clementine’s, though there are a small number of
Jews who are regulars. All of the participants in this study were of European descent, and
unanimously Christian or Agnostic/Atheist in background. Attempts to solicit interviews
with the few representatives of other demographics were met with polite refusal.
Of the three African Americans mentioned above, two of them are partnered with
white men, which has earned them the title, for a few of the regulars in the bar, of “Snow
Queen” and their partners the title of “Dinge Queen.” “Snow Queen,” in this sense is
used to define a man of color who dates exclusively white men and further connotes
“frostiness,” or “iciness,” an air of superiority to other black men that it is believed these
men project. “Dinge Queen,” conversely refers to white men who date only black men
and connotes a “soiling,” or “tainting,” that, it is believed by some, such a relationship
imparts. I do not wish to indicate that these epithets were commonly expressed, or that a
large number of the patrons of Clementine’s employed them, but I have witnessed their
usage on more than one occasion, inevitably accompanied by nervous laughter and
protestations that such terms are certainly not politically correct. It is also the case that I
have encountered these terms in other bars in St. Louis and across the country, which
seems to indicate a widespread familiarity with the concept, and its racist underpinnings
that is not tied to a single geographical location.
Questions asked of participants and other patrons of Clementine’s on why there is
such an obvious lack of racial diversity in the composition of the bar’s clientele most
often yielded answers that fell into one of two general categories, with a roughly even

69

distribution. The first category of responses drew attention to the few African Americans
present within the bar as proof positive that diversity was in play. These responses were
generally followed up by protestations, Jerry, 43:
Its not like they aren’t welcome, but they have their own bars, you know, they mostly
hang out with their own kind. The same is true for the Latinos, though I certainly wish a
few more of them would show up. They’re pretty hot. It’s like the AIDS groups in town,
right? There’s EFA [Effort for AIDS] and then a separate one for blacks [BABAABlacks Assisting Blacks Against Aids]. I don’t know why, you’d have to ask them.”

What is suggested here is either the fracturing of the implied unity of homosexuality
conjured by the repeated use, by almost all respondents, of the phrase, “Just like me,” or a
clarification of precisely what is indicated by it. What Jerry seems to be saying by his use
of the phrase, “…with their own kind,” is that the experience of homosexuality may be
viewed by this community as a racially dependent, or that the experience of race may
trump that of sexual preference. The fact that questions on this issue posed to gay black
men outside the confines of Clementine’s confirm that they do congregate in bars who’s
clientele are primarily African American lends support to this contention. An
examination of this issue could well be a study in its own right.
The second category of response from interviewees was to protest that
Clementine’s is, in fact, a well-integrated space. It may indeed be, as these respondents
indicate, that they do not perceive a lack of diversity within Clementine’s because the
consistent presence of three African Americans and the sporadic attendance of
representatives of other races are taken as proof of a heterogeneous population.
Respondents falling into this group were typically highly resistant to an address of the
question of race in general and further evaded elaboration on the question of racial
diversity, or its lack, by redirecting the issue to a question of class diversity, which at
Clementine’s is well represented.
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I would like to make one final note relevant to the discussion of race within
Clementine’s. Owing to the fact that two of the three African American regulars of
Clementine’s are partnered with white men does raise the question of fetish.
Strengthening the argument for viewing the relative diversity represented here from this
vantage is the fact that both of the African American regulars that are partnered with
white men met their partners at Clementine’s. This could well indicate some degree of
forethought. Certainly placing themselves in a predominantly white bar indicates an
obvious interest, sexual or cultural, in white men. That this might lead to the discovery of
white men equally interested in hooking up with, and perhaps even a relationship with a
black man, cannot have eluded them.
Daniel Harris, in his book The Rise and Fall of Gay Culture, directs a penetrating
gaze toward fetishes. Of particular note to Harris is the fact that gay personal ads from
the 1940’s and 1950’s were typified by statements like: “Will welcome all letters from
anyone who cares to write.” “Would reply to all male mail, any age or race.” or “Would
like to hear from anyone, anywhere.”27 What he notes is that:
The brevity and inclusiveness of these descriptive notes, like the messages placed in
bottles by shipwrecked castaways, contracts dramatically with the lengthy wish list of
unreasonable specifications and inflated prerequisites found in contemporary ads…the
diversity of which is reflected in such rubrics as “Relationships,” “Shared Interests,”
“Just Plain Sex,” “Vanilla Sex,” “Pig Sex,” “Raunch,” Hardcore,” “The Unusual,”
“Daddies and Daddies Boys,” “Bears,”28 “Asians, Latins and Blacks,” and None of the
Above.”29
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Daniel Harris. The Rise and Fall of Gay Culture. (New York: Hyperion, 1997), pg. 43.
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Bears are gay men who eschew the dominant marketing image of homosexuals as immaculately
groomed and physically toned men. They are typically heavy-set, hairy men who prefer an image
of working-class masculinity.
29
Harris, pg. 44.
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He believes that the era of gay liberation which allowed gay men free contact with one
another with ever lessening fear of reprisal, and this often in gay bars, has allowed these
men to pursue ever more specific demands for their idealized partner, sexual or
otherwise.
Certainly the note of this trend was present in the interviews. I call your attention
back to a quote by Elliot, 71, from the chapter People:
Bob Martin’s was very unique bar, setup. It had a regular bar; it had a dance bar off to the
side, which was open on weekends… Like, I was not a, ah, disco queen, so I, I only went
over to the disco area just to check out the crotches… I’ve always liked younger people,
ah, but I didn’t like twits, or twinks, or whatever they’re called… And then it had the, uh,
leather bar, uh, what was the name of the motorcycle club, uh, Gateway, Gateway
Motorcycle Club… They had a bar downstairs. Pool, pool table. It was, uh, it was like
Six Flags… And then, of course, they let rooms. But, ah, anyway, um, no I pretty much
stayed over in the <stumbles> the main bar was called the wrinkle room because that’s
where the older, more mature types… We weren’t interested in the dancing thing, uh; we
stayed over in the wrinkle room… It was, it was self-segregated.

I would like to reinforce that the splintering of Martin’s into areas of interest or fetish
orientation evident in this passage continued with the founding of individual bars
dedicated to these specific foci. Clementine’s itself was founded, I remind the reader, as a
“Levi Bar” for men with specific interests in meeting men who either were, or dressed as
if they were part of the blue collar, working class. I do not think that any conversation of
specific types: race, class or age, can be viewed without keeping this point in mind.
As previously mentioned, participants in this study unanimously drew attention to
the broad representation of class types within the bar. Harry and Roger are typical of the
responses directed at this issue. Harry, 39: “…just a regular laid back type of crowd, you
know, its just ah, people showin’ up after work, I mean, and all kinds of work, I mean,
you should see… people come in splattered with mud or in a shirt and tie and you know,
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its just a wide mix of people.” Roger, 52, pulled me aside at the bar several days
following the formal interview with the statement:
You know, I’ve been considering this since we spoke. I think the reason Clementine’s
appeals to me so much is the vast array of people in here. Where else could I go and have
a conversation with a bricklayer one minute and turn around to chat with a university
professor? Manual laborers, businessmen, attorneys, intellectuals, they are all here.

The statements of interviewees do coincide with my own observations at
Clementine’s, which note a remarkably egalitarian composition to the bar’s clientele.
Regulars at Clementine’s seem not to regard the occupations or relative wealth of others
as a qualification for acquaintance. This does seem to support the contention of
participants that all comers are in fact welcome, but that some level of self-segregation is
at work in the space, which maintains the space as one that cuts across economic
boundaries but is primarily gay and white. The racial composition may well be a
condition, and perhaps extension of the general level of diversity and racial mixing found
in St. Louis neighborhoods as a whole. This question too, would require further
examination that is outside the purview of this study.
What is apparent about this egalitarian mixing of class is that it is consistent with
the previous notations on fetish orientation. Clementine’s was founded as a bar with the
specific purpose of allowing those who were or wished to be perceived as blue collar to
come together with the men who fetishized this appearance. The placement of class into a
category of irrelevance by the patrons of Clementine’s my well be a remnant of this early
focus. It may also help to explain the paucity of ethnic, or race representation in the bar,
as this was never a specific category of fetish in this bar.
According to respondents, the one category of segregation that does appear to be
strongly at work within Clementine’s is relevant to age. As mentioned previously,
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Clementine’s is widely regarded within the gay community of St. Louis as a bar for
mature gay men. The vast majority of the bar’s clientele are aged 40+ with a relative few
in their 30’s, and fewer still in their 20’s. When asked directly if ageism is at work within
the gay community of St. Louis, all respondents answered in the affirmative. Typical of
the conversation on this point is Allen, 42, “Is there ageism in the gay community? Of
course there is. Online, for instance, younger men block you if you try to talk to them like
you are some sort of predator.” We can again refer to the quote above from Elliot, 71, to
see that the separation of ages within the gay community has been going on for at least
the last 30 years.
The idea that it is the youth of the gay community that perpetuates this separation
is fairly widespread in the literature dedicated to the subject of gay men and ageing.
Robinson, as quoted earlier, stated that: “Its [the scene’s] social practices are for young or
youthful men.”30 Raymond Berger, in Gay and Gray, noted that half of his interview
respondents: “…strongly believed that young gay men held negative attitudes toward
their elders: “They don’t want anything to do with us, ‘They think our sexual capacity is
worn out,’ ‘They think we are old relics that ought to be stored away.’”31
Of equal merit, however, is the fact, reported by Berger and Robinson, that older
gay men often hold negative views of younger gay men. From Berger: “…several of the
men interviewed felt that younger gays have little to offer because they lack experience
and common interests.”32 And Robinson: “They disliked young men’s venues: in the
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Robinson, pg. 75.
Raymond M. Berger. Gay and Gray: The Older Homosexual Man. (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1982), pg. 29.
32
Berger, pg. 159.
31
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words of one, the scene was ‘great fun’, as long as he ‘kept clear of Kiddies’ bars.’”33
These findings are remarkably consistent with the reports from interviewees at
Clementine’s. As Elliot, 71, states: “I’ve always liked younger people, ah, but I didn’t
like twits, or twinks, or whatever they’re called.” Or Jerry, 43:
Young fags are ok. I was one. And they’re a good lay now and again. I just don’t have
much to say to them. They are generally pretty superficial. They act like they invented
being gay. They drink a lot; do a lot of drugs and other stupid shit. They stay out all
night. I guess maybe I did all that, too. <Laughs> But I certainly can’t do it anymore, and
I don’t want to. I have a career, demands. I have a real life. That’s why I like it here
[Clementine’s] Most of these people are like me. We get along. We understand each
other.

Interestingly, Jerry is in a long-term relationship with a man 12 years his junior.
This brings up another point, which is also quite interesting. Of the 14 men
interviewed, 10 of them report that their gay experience, and eight of these that their first
relationship was with a man at least 10 years older than they. The majority of this group
admits to fetishizing older men over most of the course of their lives. Hugh, 56, “I have
always liked older men.” Or Tom, 55, “Oh, give me a daddy any day. I love older men!”
So here we return to the issue of fetish. As mentioned previously, some younger men do
in fact frequent the bar. Some of them are hustlers, young men who trade sex for money
or other favors, who come specifically because this is their client pool. All of the younger
men who patron the bar do so knowing that Clementine’s is primarily inhabited by older
men, and this seems to be the principle reason they come. At least, this is the case during
the week. On the weekends, a different dynamic is in play.
As mentioned previously, the patrons of the bar tend to fall into groups of
“regulars,” “happy hour regulars,” “weekend regulars,” and “strangers” sometimes
referred to as “out-of-towners”. It is important to note that these categories are not
33
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imposed upon these groups but are rather well defined and discussed as such by
interviewees. Within the group of “insiders,” comprised of all “regulars,” patrons seem to
know to which group they belong. Only the “outsiders,” comprised of “strangers” or
“out-of-towners” do not seem to instinctively understand the minutiae of differentiation,
though from their observed collective reactions they seem to comprehend their status as
“outsiders”.
“Regulars” of Clementine’s are patrons that can be found within the bar on
virtually every day of the week and during almost all hours of operation. Observations
taken at various times and on various days find these men perpetually in attendance, and
always seated around the bar. The group as a whole is not particularly large and numbers
about 12. In general, they arrive separately in the first few hours of operation and often
stay until closing. They are all older men, the youngest in perhaps their late 50’s, and are
typically either retired or unemployed. They all know one another and their socializing is
most often within their group, or with the bartenders on duty.
It is interesting to note that these men seem to be the most comfortable with the
bartenders, knowing each by name. Off duty bartenders, who often come to the bar to
socialize, are often found sitting and talking with the “regulars”. This is interesting in that
Achilles observes that the bartenders in any given bar are often the reason patrons
frequent a particular establishment. In the case of Clementine’s, only this small group of
men seem to like the bartenders, as members of every other group interviewed complain
ceaselessly about the staff. Typical of the complaints lodged is Elliot, 71: “…and do I
like the owners, ah, particularly? No. Do they leave me alone? Yes. Do I like the
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bartenders? No. Are they rude and, and surly and unforgiving of people that are coming
in to drink? They are not nice people <laughs> but I still go there. I just look over it.”
Elliot is fairly representative of the group known as “happy hour regulars”. These
men are often in attendance, though their visits are sometimes punctuated by periods of
absence. In general, they arrive at Clementine’s, singly or in small groups beginning
around 4:00 pm, and they are typically either gone from the bar by 7:30 – 8:00 pm, or
they can be found moving into the Oh My Darlin’s Café for dinner, at the conclusion of
which they leave. This group is also well represented on weekends, when their time of
arrival is typically much earlier, though their time of departure is still consistent with
other days during the week. This group is represented by the largest spread in age,
ranging from their late 30’s to well beyond retirement. In interviews, a large number of
this group indicates that they distinguish themselves from the regulars in the fact that they
are gainfully employed and cannot stay out all night, though most reported having done
so in their younger days. Jerry, 43:
I can’t stay here getting bombed all night and looking for some trick like those guys
[regulars] camped on the barstools all night. If I’m an alcoholic, I’m at least functional
<laughs>. I think you will find that most of us [happy hour regulars] are in the same boat.
We come, catch up with friends, have a few cocktails maybe grab a little dinner and go
home to bed. I have to get up in the morning and so do most of my friends.

In this quote is located the hint of another view, commonly held by “happy hour
regulars”, that the “regulars” are alcoholics or that they stay until closing in hopes of
finding a trick. It is perhaps not coincidental that the majority of “happy hour regulars”
interviewed are in long term relationships, relationships that have been in existence for
five years or longer. It is further obvious, and confirmed by observation, that the
“regulars” and the “happy hour regulars” coexist within the space but do not frequently
mix, though they are well known to each other.
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“Weekend regulars” are men who frequent Clementine’s only on Saturday and
Sunday, and typically only in the afternoons on these days. It is on these days that
Clementine’s hosts the “Beer Bust,” which as previously mentioned offers all the beer
one cares to drink for $6.00 per person. It is not coincidental that “weekend regulars”
tend to be demographically younger than the other groups, with members as young as the
early 20’s. In the spring, summer and fall this group can most commonly be found
packed onto the back patio.
The connection between the drink specials and the age of attendees is most
adroitly drawn by Steve, 33, a member of the “weekend regulars”: “If I go in there its
usually an a Saturday or a Sunday afternoon. Its fun, they have the bottomless beer… I
think if they didn’t do the Beer Bust then somebody else would, and I think that would
draw the crowd.” Here we see that economics and the opening patterns of other gay bars
in St. Louis have a direct impact on the composition of the “weekend regulars”. Though
crossover between “weekend regulars” and “happy hour regulars” does occur, the two
groups tend to remain somewhat apart as evinced by the spatial isolation the weekend
regulars seek on the patio, which also isolates them from the “regulars”. The general view
of the weekend regulars by the happy hour regulars is expressed by Elliot, 71: “Oh, the
back is just terrible. I mean that’s the lowest of Soulard conditions ever in life. That, that
is allowed to exist back there. How they get by with it, uh, I don’t know why the city
would let them get by with it.”
Elliot is speaking here of both the physicality of the space and the perceived
behaviors of the people who spend time there. It is on the back patio that wet jockey
shorts contests are held, and it is generally maintained by “happy hour regulars” that the
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relative youth of the crowd lends an intensified sexuality and a particularly “cruisey” air
to the proceedings. Ironically, many “happy hour regulars” do make their way out to the
back patio to take part in the festivities. Wrapped up in these often contradictory reports
is the kernel of an observed ageism that will be discussed further on.
Cliques of friends that fall under each heading further complicate each of these
groups of qualified regulars. The least affected by cliques are the “regulars” who, perhaps
owing to their relatively small numbers or their familiarity with each other, form a
monolithic clique that encompasses the entire group. Whether or not any of these
“regulars” view themselves in even more intimate terms, as a “family” is not known as
none of this group consented to be interviewed. What is obvious from observation is that
they are also the least likely group to interact with patrons in other groups, but the most
likely to converse with bartenders for an extended period of time and on topics that reach
beyond the ordering of a drink.
There are a few identifiable cliques comprising the “happy hour regulars.” The
cliques tend to orbit particular individuals who, for whatever reason have staked out areas
or activities within the Clementine’s solar system around which they organize. The
nominal leaders are very loosely defined as such and the men who congregate around
them can and do circulate within other groups. It seems in fact, that the major cause of
the breakdown into cliques is the animosity directed between the leaders. As mentioned
earlier, Elliot, 71, is one of these leaders who “holds court” most often on the front walk
leading to the front door of the bar. Tom, 55, is another such leader who focuses his
attention on the pool table and its immediate environs. Tom and Elliot do not get along.
They never speak to one another, nor do their partners. The reasons are not entirely clear.
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When asked about this, Elliot refused to elaborate, as did Tom. The only information
gleaned on this came from Tom’s partner Robert, a former priest, who replied to queries:
“I’m not certain his holiness [Elliot] deems us appropriate and I’ve never been a fan of
sanctimony.”
Whether this level of acrimony is involved in the relations between other cliques
is unclear. What is clear is that events have transpired, either within or without the bar
context that has led to dissention between cohabitating factions. Also clear is that not all
the men who collect around Elliot or Tom are members of their cliques. Many men
within Clementine’s are friends of both Elliot and Tom, but the closest members of their
groups do not mix. It took some time to recognize the fact that these factions existed and
at no time was there any outward manifestation of anger or violence, only a silence that,
within the din of the bar was barely noticeable. When asked whether this type of division
called into question the validity of a concept like “family”, Robert, 59 answered:
Um	
  well	
  I	
  think	
  you	
  know,	
  just	
  looking	
  at	
  a	
  nuclear	
  family,	
  uh,	
  what	
  is	
  normally	
  
thrown	
  out	
  there	
  as	
  family,	
  there’s	
  certain	
  similarities,	
  there’s	
  certain	
  
commonalities,	
  uh,	
  attachments,	
  whatnot.	
  For	
  me,	
  when	
  we	
  talk	
  about	
  the	
  gay	
  
community	
  as	
  family,	
  ok,	
  we	
  all	
  don’t	
  necessarily	
  get	
  along,	
  we	
  don’t	
  necessarily	
  all,	
  
um,	
  have	
  an	
  attraction	
  to	
  one	
  another,	
  but	
  there	
  is	
  a	
  certain	
  esprit	
  de	
  corps,	
  you	
  
know,	
  that	
  we’ve	
  all	
  faced	
  similar	
  things,	
  similar	
  situations,	
  similar	
  difficulties,	
  uh,	
  
that	
  have	
  kind	
  of	
  forged	
  a	
  common,	
  common	
  ground	
  I	
  guess.	
  
	
  
Interviewer:	
  Right. Do you consider the gay community a family?
Not really. <Laughs> Certain members of it.
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Conclusion
I began this thesis by asking two questions. First, how and why do gay men use a
bar as a nexus for social activities? Second, and more specifically, how and why do
mature gay men use Clementine’s, a gay bar in Saint Louis, Missouri, to craft their social
lives? A number of key points were raised during the interview process, which led me to
form a few theories that I would like to review.
The early lives of all the interviewees were characterized by a deeply internalized
fear. This fear took two forms. The first great fear was that the sexual drives and
attractions these men experienced were radically different than the observed sexual drives
and attractions of the normative heterosexual world around them. This fear led to an
internalized feeling that they were abnormal and further, that the expression of these
drives was a societal taboo. Linked to the internal fear of being abnormal was the fear of
discovery, or more accurately, the exposure of their difference to family, friends and
community. Though a few of the participants expressed childhood explorations of these
drives, all confirmed that at some point in their early lives the fear of being perceived as
different led them to either pursue these drives in secrecy, or to attempt to deny the
existence of these drives altogether by a conscious decision to imitate the heterosexual
lifestyles of those around them.
The second great fear that all of these men related was the fear that upon
discovery of their homosexuality, their biological families would withdraw love and
support. The belief that unconditional love is the prime characteristic of the one
irrefutable relationship between human beings, namely that which exists between parents
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and offspring, is fundamental to the western paradigm. That something as fundamental to
the very being of an individual as sexual orientation could call into question the a priori
of unconditional love was terrifying to all those interviewed. To take this one step further,
that homosexuality is capable of making conditional the unconditional, thereby
questioning the validity of the western family paradigm, is perhaps the major difference
between membership in this marginalized group from membership in any other. At the
risk over overstating the point, it is extremely unlikely that being born female, or Asian,
or impoverished, or any other categorical in the U.S., will lead to refutation of the
familial bond.
Obviously, all those interviewed reached a decision at some point in their lives to
acknowledge the difference they perceived within themselves. For most, this led to a
period of sexual exploration with other men, still most often characterized by secrecy,
leading to a series of clandestine encounters entirely devoted to the fulfillment of their
sexual drives but typically devoid of emotional involvement. To facilitate the pursuit of
these activities, almost unanimously these men reported the development and use of an
enigmatic skill referred to by all as Gaydar, a skill that purportedly allowed these men to
covertly identify other men of similar propensities with enough surety to overcome their
fear and act. None of the respondents could define precisely what this skill entailed. All
of the men, who commented upon gaydar, reported varying levels of facility with it.
What was clear in discussions with these men is that a great deal of time and effort was
expended in the use of Gaydar, and that the fear of misreading could ultimately end in
the fulfillment of their fear of discovery.
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Ultimately these men found their way to the gay bar. Most reported being driven
to the bar in search of others who were, “Just like me.” The first experience of the bar
“scene” for these men was also typically fraught with fear; generalized fear of the
unknown, fear of entering a space dedicated to the pursuit of a lifestyle that these men
acknowledged was abnormal by the dominant society’s standards, and fear that the
conscious decision to enter such a place would mark them forever with the identity of
being gay. Certainly all of the interviewees cited the fulfillment of sexual urges as a
prime motivation for their first trip to a gay bar, but also implicit in all of the
conversations was the belief that the location of others with similar drives, and the
socialization with these others in a relatively public arena, would lend validity to their
feelings and legitimacy to their identity.
What all the men agreed upon was that, having found the gay bar they had
discovered a place of comfort. This comfort was the direct result of having the ability to
congregate in a quasi-public space in which homosexuality became the accepted norm
unlike the rest of the normative heterosexual world. In the space of the gay bar, one could
suspend the use of Gaydar, because it was no longer necessary. The gay bar, in essence,
created a parallel universe in which gay men pursued sexual encounters and developed
relationships with other gay men who would not reject an individual for behaviors, which
in the outside world, could lead to ostracism and violence. These men found people, “Just
like me”.
The fact that, for almost all of these men, the fear of rejection by biological
families was unsubstantiated did not alter the perception that they were forever at some
remove from those families. The value system of the heterosexual world that called for
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marriage and children was unattainable, and having once questioned the status quo, these
men began to renegotiate the definitions of family. Certainly family still included the
people biologically related to these men, but family expanded to become a matter of
choice. Friendships formed within the bar, or drawn from the acquaintances of those met
within the bar, became close relationships used for physical and emotional support.
Understanding forged from affinities of sexual orientation, hardships suffered together,
and good times experienced together, formed the basis for new bonds of unconditional
love. The bar became the spatial location for the activities of these new families. The bar,
the idealized homosexual space, became a living room for a collective and inclusive
group of men who were, “just like me”.
Close examination of the specific space, Clementine’s, however, revealed many
of the same fractures that exist within the dominant heterosexual society. Heterosexuals
themselves, invited into the safe space of the bar, or just wandering in, met mixed
reactions as something one could name “Straightdar” kicked in to reveal their presence.
What some observers might recognize as hyper sexuality in the double entente and sexual
pantomimes of the bar, became a safety mechanism for asserting control of the space. A
reversal was found to be at play that reestablished the definitions of “insider” and
“outsider”, and clearly demarcated a space that was for people, “just like me”.
But amongst the homosexuals sharing the space, the tropes of race, class, and age
were seen to complicate the presumed homogeneity of the living room. Racial diversity
was only minimally represented, with some overtones of racism discovered in the
language of the bar. Class was discovered to be of minimal concern to patrons. Age was
recognized as a major factor contributing to the composition of Clementine’s client base.
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The question of sexual fetish was raised as a possible explanation for the relative degrees
of heterogeneity that could be found operating at Clementine’s. The inclusivity of the
term family was called into question as divisions within the markedly white client base
were recognized. Large categories of patrons were defined like, “Regular,” “Happy Hour
Regular,” and “Weekend Regular.” Operating within these large categories listed above,
cliques were identified that continually resisted the new construct of family, painted with
broad brushstrokes.
What we are left with is a complex picture of a complex space filled with
complex people. The men of Clementine’s have, in fact, succeeded in continually
creating and recreating a parallel universe in every sense of the phrase. They came to the
gay bar to find other gay men with whom they could feel free to escape the constraints of
the dominant heterosexual world, and they found them. Inside the space of the gay bar,
however, inextricably bound as it is to the dominant outside world, the same divisions
that exist in that outside world are at work.
The last 40 years have been filled with enormous changes for gay men in the
United States, and all over the world. The gay bars studied and discussed by Achilles and
Read are largely viewed as relics of another age in almost all urban areas of the U.S., and
even many of the small towns I have personally visited. Even 25 years ago it would have
been unlikely that Elliot could sit with his coterie on the front walk of a building
bordering a public street anywhere in St. Louis, Missouri and behave with the surety that
he is doing nothing wrong and that there would likely be no repercussions for his actions,
legal or otherwise. No longer is homosexuality considered a mental illness by the medical
profession. No longer do gay men fear police raids for simply congregating.
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We cannot, however, get married in a majority of states in the U.S. We cannot, in
most states, adopt children. The rights of estranged biological families still outweigh the
rights of long-term partners without expensive legal maneuverings that can ultimately be
overturned by the courts. We are still outsiders in our own country. We gather, we march,
we educate, but mostly we say we just want to be accepted and left to lead the lives we
desire.
But the gay world is not homogenous. The lives we desire are often radically
different from one another. Some gay men want marriage, and others do not. Some gay
men want children and all the trappings of what society views as a normative life, and
others do not. As post-modernism continues its plowing under of the old assumptions that
what middle class white America wants IS what everyone wants, what becomes
increasingly clear is that many heterosexuals don’t want any of that either, and never did.
The heterosexual world is far from homogenous, and in this, at least, homosexuals are
just like everyone else. Loaded with the same baggage as those in the outside world, a
newly more accepting but imperfect world, the men of Clementine’s come together
specifically to commune with others, laugh, drink, converse, quarrel, act foolishly, talk
politics, gossip, get laid, find friends, care for others, feel included, and find other gay
men who are, more or less, “just like me.”
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